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ABSTRACT
In Australia, consumer complaints about advertising are adjudicated by the
Advertising Standards Board (ASB) against ‘prevailing community standards’.
Despite having a central place within the existing regulatory framework, there is no
evidence-based definition of this term and it is used inconsistently within ASB
decisions.

Thus, complaint determinations made by the ASB may not be

representative of the views of the Australian public. Currently, the majority of
complaints made against advertisements in Australia are dismissed by the ASB as
they are not considered contrary to ‘prevailing community standards’, in the context
of the current Advertising Code of Ethics. This suggests that there is a gap between
the standards held by the community and those utilized by the ASB; a gap that needs
to be addressed to ensure Australia has a more accurate, fair and community focus
complaint determination process.
AIM
This project aimed to collect comprehensive data on the nature of community
standards in relation to advertising – both in terms of what is deemed to be
(un)acceptable and the underlying considerations (or viewpoints) on which these
standards are determined. To achieve this, this project: developed a taxonomy of
evidence-based standards on community views on the ethicality of various types of
images and messages in advertising; investigated whether the community holds
different standards towards advertising in a commercial compared to a social
marketing context; and, finally, explored what other considerations the community
take into account when determining the acceptability of advertising content.
METHODOLOGY
To more thoroughly investigate the concept of community standards for advertising,
this project consisted of qualitative and quantitative research, based on Creswell and
Plano Clark’s (2007) Taxonomy Development Model. During the first phase, a
series of 20 focus groups were held to determine the range of issues which members
of the community see as ethically problematic in advertising. Following a thematic
analysis, the results were used to develop a taxonomy of ethical issues in advertising,
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as perceived by members of the Australian community. To quantify the results of
Phase One, a community-based survey was conducted in Phase Two.
RESULTS
There were three major themes that emerged from this research: stereotypes,
prejudice and language; violence and potentially harmful behaviours; and adverse
effects of advertising on children.

These themes were consistent across the

qualitative and quantitative phases of this research. The most notable finding was
that the opinions held by the community in respect to these three themes were
independent of gender, age, level of education, religious affiliation, being a parent,
and previous lodgement of a complaint about advertising.

The results also

demonstrated that there was a difference in the standards the community held
towards social marketing advertising and commercial advertising. Finally, it was
clear that there were a number of thoughtful, reasoned considerations that these
community members took into account when determining their opinion on
(un)acceptable advertising; that is, responses were not merely a one-dimensional
reaction to the image or message portrayed.
DISCUSSION
Australia’s current system of advertising self-regulation does not adequately address
or represent the standards the community hold for acceptable advertising. Changes
need to be made to the manner in which the system is regulated, including (but not
restricted to) a more representative Code of Ethics that reflects current issues of
concern held by the community and a complaints resolution process that takes into
account the various considerations behind a complainant’s opinion.

Until this

occurs, advertising complaints will not be accurately or fairly adjudicated by the
ASB against ‘prevailing community standards’.
CONTRIBUTION TO KNOWLEDGE
This thesis contributes to the current body of knowledge by identifying evidencebased community standards for advertising in Australia, the level of importance the
community places on the commercial or social marketing context of an
advertisement, and the underlying considerations that are taken into account by
consumers when determining the acceptability of advertising images and messages.
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1 INTRODUCTION: EVIDENCE-BASED COMMUNITY STANDARDS FOR
ADVERTISING IN AUSTRALIA
In Australia’s current self regulatory environment, the term “prevailing community
standards” is used by advertising regulators when adjudicating consumer complaints
about advertising content (Australian Association of National Advertisers, 2009).
Despite the importance of this term, there is little research as to what “prevailing
community standards” (if any) exist in relation to the images and messages 1 used in
advertising. This gap in the research is addressed by the three aims of this thesis:
1. To identify evidence-based standards for Australian advertising.
2. To investigate whether community standards differ depending on the
commercial or social marketing context of advertising images and messages.
3. To explore considerations that have an influence on how the community view
and judge advertisements.
To achieve these aims, this research followed a two phase mixed method exploratory
design consisting of focus groups followed by a large scale community-based survey.
This chapter provides a brief background on both advertising self-regulation in
Australia and the role of “community standards” in this regulation of advertising,
followed by a statement of the general aims of this research and an overview of the
methodologies used to achieve these aims. Finally, this chapter presents an outline
of this thesis to provide a summary of what will be covered in each chapter.
1.1

Advertising self regulation in Australia

Advertising in Australia has been self-regulated since 1996. As part of this selfregulated system, the major industry body, the Australian Association of National
Advertisers (AANA), developed the Advertiser Code of Ethics (see Appendix 1).
The Code of Ethics covers all forms of advertising and is administered by the
Advertising Standards Bureau through two separate boards, the Advertising Claims
Board (ACB) and the Advertising Standards Board (ASB). The primary role of the
ACB is to address rival advertiser complaints by applying Section 1 of the AANA
Code of Ethics, whereas the primary role of the ASB is to address consumer

1

For the purpose of this research, the term “images and messages” will be used when referring to the
content of advertisements.
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complaints about advertising by applying Section 2 of the AANA Code of Ethics
(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006a). However, Section 2 of the Code of Ethics is
limited in regards to what issues are addressed; and the wordings of the Codes are,
for the most part, ambiguous. These limitations raise questions regarding the ability
of the ASB to apply the Code when determining whether an advertisement is in line
with “prevailing community standards” (Australian Association of National
Advertisers, 2009a) during the complaint resolution process.
1.2

Community standards for advertising in Australia

The concept of community standards is important when discussing advertising, as the
term is frequently used by the regulator in judgments adjudicating advertising
complaints from the public. Below are three examples of the way in which the ASB
utilise this term. The first is within the AANA Code of Ethics (Section 2.6):
Advertising or Marketing Communications shall not depict material contrary to prevailing
community standards on health and safety (AANA Code of Ethics Section 2.6).

The second is within complaint determinations:
The Board felt that the stereotypical references were not meant to be hostile or vilifying, but
rather were consistent with Australian humour.

On balance, with regard to prevailing

community standards, the Board concluded that the depictions in the advertisement and song
words would not be regarded by the wider Australian community as discriminatory or vilifying
of persons of British extraction. Hence the Board found that the advertisements in question did
not breach Section 2.1 of the Code (ASB Case Report 316/07, 320/07).

The third can be found within media releases:
Prevailing community standards was a key theme in decisions made by the Advertising
Standards Board in upholding complaints against five advertisements (ASB 2008a, Media
Release 05/08).

Although there is an expectation for advertising to conform to community standards,
there is very limited evidence-based data available with which to define what these
community standards are.

If community standards for advertising are to be a

reflection of common attitudes and opinions held in the community, a definition of
what these attitudes and opinions are should be based on empirical research.
Without evidence-based standards, it is possible that current standards for advertising
18

are not a true reflection of community attitudes and, therefore, decisions made in
regard to “prevailing community standards” (Australian Association of National
Advertisers, 2009a) may not be in the best interests of the community.
1.3

Aims of this thesis

Community standards for advertising are an under-researched dimension of
advertising ethics. Currently it is difficult to define what community standards for
advertising in Australia are, due to the limited evidence on community perceptions of
what is or is not acceptable in advertising.
In order to more clearly define community standards for advertising, this research
aimed to:
1. Establish a taxonomy of ethical issues 2 in relation to advertising by exploring
how the community views and judges advertising images and appeals. This
taxonomy will extend beyond a simple list of issues identified by the
community as problematic in the context of advertising, to include key
themes and standards in attitudes towards advertising.
2. Investigate whether the community hold different standards for advertising
images and messages when used in a commercial advertising context than
when used within a social marketing advertising context.
3. Identify various considerations required in the application of community
standards for advertising.

Currently there exists a level of confusion

surrounding the concept of community standards for advertising. Due to this,
the term ‘community standards’ is used inconsistently within the academic
literature and also within the advertising regulatory system. To address this
confusion, five considerations have been examined: ‘purpose’, ‘judgements’,
‘scope’, ‘level of agreement’ and ‘diversity’. Figure 1.1 shows how each of
these considerations are related to the application of community standards
and a detailed overview of each is provided below. The considerations of
‘purpose’, ‘judgements’ and the ‘scope’ have been identified in the literature
as important when discussing community standards for advertising.

2

The term “taxonomy of ethical issues” has been utilised throughout this thesis to mean the manner in
which the ethical issues identified by the community have been classified and organised.
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Although the considerations of ‘level of agreement’ and ‘diversity’ have also
been hypothesised to be important, they have not yet been thoroughly
examined in the literature to date.
Figure 1.1: Considerations for the application of community standards

1.3.1

Purpose

Purpose refers to an association between the product being advertised and the
content of the advertisement including such things as the spokesperson or appeal
type (Lynch and Schuler, 1994). The consideration of purpose aims to identify
whether the standards the community have in regard to advertising images and
messages are moderated by the purpose of the advertisement, or whether the
community’s standards are based only on the advertisement’s content. For example,
community members may consider the issue of partial nudity in an advertisement
acceptable if the product advertised is soap, but not acceptable if the product
advertised is a motor vehicle.
1.3.2

Judgements

Judgments refers to whether community standards in regard to advertising images
and messages are based mainly on immediate emotional reactions, or whether
community standards take into account considered value judgements. If community
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standards are only assessed with reference to emotional reactions such as offense or
disgust (with an assumption that this results in a negative emotional reaction), then
the description of ‘community standards’ will not adequately acknowledge that
ethical objections to advertising may derive from reflective evaluation based on a
person’s basic beliefs and values. For example, community members may consider
an advertisement unacceptable due to the stereotypical portrayal of women (a sound
value judgement) even though those community members do not have a strong
emotional reaction of offense to the advertisement.
1.3.3

Scope

Scope refers to whether community standards in regard to advertising images and
messages are based on personal, moral judgements, or whether the wider social
effect of the advertisement should be considered, independent of how the images and
messages affected the viewer. This consideration is related to a concept known as
the ‘third person effect’, that is, a belief that an advertisement would have a greater
effect on others than on oneself (Davidson, 1983). For example, members of the
community may not find the use of graphic images in many social marketing
campaigns personally upsetting, but have concerns for the effect these images may
have on children.
1.3.4

Level of agreement

Level of agreement refers to the degree of agreement among the community that
should be considered adequate for an image or message to be considered
unacceptable and in contravention of community standards. Level of agreement can
be difficult to measure as it takes into account a wide range of variables such as
community demographics, previous complaint adjudications, influence of the media
and current policies and legislation. While the effect of these variables can add to
the confusion regarding the concept of community standards and advertising, level of
agreement is an important issue, and is one that should also be examined at a higher
policy level.
1.3.5

Diversity

Diversity relates to the importance of the homogeneity or heterogeneity of the groups
who complain about an advertisement, and how community standards are applied
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with regard to these groups. More specifically, the consideration of diversity refers
to whether the community should be treated as a large homogenous group, or
whether broader social goals to protect the rights of smaller heterogeneous groups
are taken into consideration.
1.3.6

Contribution to knowledge

This thesis will begin to address the current gap in this area of research in Australia
through the development of a taxonomy of ethical issues in regards to advertising,
and identifying the level of importance (if any) the commercial or social marketing
context has in regards to the standards the community place on advertising images
and messages.

The confusion that currently exists around the concept and

application of community standards for advertising in the literature and the
regulatory environment will be addressed through an examination of the five
considerations.

As well as contributing to knowledge about community standards for advertising,
this research may also have practical outcomes for the advertising industry. The
results of this research can provide advertisers with information on what types of
images and messages the community find (un)acceptable, as well as which sections
of the community are more likely to feel this way. This will enable advertisers to
develop advertisements that are more suitable for their target audience and less likely
to be the subject of consumer complaints.

Finally, through the identification of evidence-based community standards for
advertising in Australia, it will be possible to have an impact on public policy and
advertising regulation. This research provides a benchmark against which it will be
possible to measure the extent to which advertisers comply with, or breach, these
standards and also the extent and nature of any changes in these standards over time.
By providing this benchmark, it may be possible to reduce the number of complaints
to the ASB and other bodies subsequently reducing the time and cost involved in
advertising regulation.
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1.4

Methodology

A mixed methods exploratory design was chosen for this study and was based on the
Taxonomy Development Model (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007 p 76) which
consists of a qualitative phase followed by a quantitative phase (see Figure 1.2).
Each row in this model represents a phase of this study, while the arrows
demonstrate how the findings of each phase informed the next. The outcomes of
each phase are connected and interpreted together, providing an understanding of the
research problem, that is, the need for evidence-based community standards for
advertising. By using this model, it was possible to develop a taxonomy based on the
qualitative research and quantify this through the subsequent phases (Clark and Plano
Creswell, 2007).
Figure 1.2: Exploratory design of study based on the ‘Taxonomy Development
Model’ (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007 p 76)
Focus

Focus

Focus

Develop

group

group

group

taxonom

data

data

results

y for

collection

analysis

testing

Interpretation

Evidence based
Community
Standards
Survey

Survey

Survey

Evaluate

for

data

data

results

survey to

Advertising

collection

analysis

quantify
CSA

1.4.1

Outline of the study

The following section provides an overview of the two phases of this study. More
detailed explanations of the methodology for each phase can be found in Chapters
Three and Five (as summarised in Section 1.5).
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1.4.2

Phase One: Developing a taxonomy of ethical issues

Two series of focus groups were held to determine the range of issues members of
the community found to be ethically problematic in advertising.

Each series

consisted of 10 cohorts (n=80) of adult members of the Illawarra community. The
first series explored advertising on a general basis, while the second had participants
watch and rate six advertisements, followed by a discussion on the issues raised by
participants as important. The focus groups were designed to ensure ethically neutral
terminology was used at all times to ensure participant responses were not biased by
assuming a particular ethical position. As the results of these focus groups were
utilised as the framework for the community based survey conducted in Phase Two,
the survey was (as much as possible), based on issues that emerged spontaneously
from the focus groups. It was important that questions were not formed using terms
and concepts from particular ethical theories (for example, consequentialism) which
might introduce a bias by subtly pre-empting responses.
1.4.3

Phase Two: Evaluating the taxonomy of ethical issues

A community based survey was sent to 4,000 households in the Illawarra LGA, with
a response rate of 23%. The primary aim of the survey was to test whether the
taxonomy of ethical issues developed in Phase One was valid. This was achieved
through questions related to advertising in general, commercial advertising, social
marketing advertising and previous complaining behaviour.
1.4.4

Product categories

This thesis focused on three product categories: motor vehicles, food and beverages,
and alcohol. These products were selected for three reasons. First, each of these
products has a specific Code to guide how these products should be advertised; 3
second, each of these product categories has both commercial and social marketing
advertisements; and third, each category had consistently received high levels of
complaints from the public to the ASB (see Table 1.1). Interestingly, in a study on
community attitudes and advertising conducted on behalf of the Australian
Associated Brewers, motor vehicles, food and beverages, and alcohol were named

3

The FCAI Motor Vehicle Code, the AANA Food & Beverage Code and the Alcohol Beverages
Advertising Code
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(unprompted) as the top three products participants believed did not comply with the
advertising code (Knights and Horrocks, 2005).

Table 1.1: Percentage of total complaints received by ASB, 2007-2003
Motor

Food and

Vehicles

Beverage

2.4 %

9.9 %

33.3 %

12.3%

3.1%

8.4%

28.1%

2005

8.0%

7.1%

15.2%

20.9%

2004

3.9%

21.4%

14.3%

15.4%

2003

0.9%

11.6%

15.8%

13.5%

Year

Community Awareness 4

Alcohol

2007

3.4 %

2006

(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008b; 2007a; 2006b; 2005; 2004)

It can be seen in Table 1.2 that when the product categories specific to this project
are examined, the most common issue for complaint is ‘discrimination, vilification
and portrayal of people’. The Code specific to motor vehicles (Federal Chamber of
Automotive Industries Code) was the second most common complaint type followed
by ‘health and safety’ and ‘sex, sexuality and nudity’. Complaint numbers were
highest for the category of food and beverages. It is important to note that although
food and beverages was the product that received the most complaints, it was not
until late 2007 that the clause ‘2.8: Food and Beverages’ was introduced to directly
address advertisements specific to this product category. This clause includes the
requirement that scientific or nutritional claims are able to be supported by scientific
data, and that food and beverage advertisements directed towards children should not
suggest that possession of that product would result in that child having advantage
over other children (see Appendix 2 for further details on the Code’s content).
However, as can be seen in Table 1.2, complaints regarding food and beverage
advertisements are more likely to focus on the way people are portrayed in the
advertisement (41%), rather than the issues that this clause is explicitly concerned
with (0.5%).

4

The term ‘Community Awareness’ is used by the ASB to refer to all social marketing and public
awareness advertisements
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Table 1.2: Complaint Type for Study Specific Product Categories 2003-2007
Complaint Type
2.1 Discrimination, vilification,

Community

Alcohol

Awareness

Motor

Food and

Vehicles

Beverage

Total

13

50

34

162

259

2.2 Violence

17

14

15

38

84

2.3 Sex, sexuality and nudity

5

10

30

69

114

2.4 Children’s code

6

1

0

32

39

2.5 Language

3

9

6

18

36

2.6 Health and Safety

10

25

13

69

117

2.7 FCAI

0

0

124

0

124

2.8 Food and beverage

0

0

0

2

2

portrayal of people

(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008b; 2007a; 2006b; 2005; 2004)

When examining the complaint determinations for the product categories specific to
this project, only 3.0 % of all complaints to the ASB were upheld (Advertising
Standards Bureau, 2008c; 2007a; 2006b; 2005; 2004). This figure is less than the
average of 5.9% of complaints (that fell within the charter of Section 2) upheld for
all product categories combined. As shown in Table 1.3, the numbers of complaints
upheld for the products specific to this research were: food and beverages (ten, 2.8%
of all outcomes for that product category), motor vehicles (eight, 3.9%), alcohol
(three, 2.9%) and community awareness (one, 1.6%) (Advertising Standards Bureau,
2008b; 2007a; 2006b; 2005; 2004). The small number of complaints upheld by the
ASB may not necessarily be a reflection of a successful self regulatory system where
advertisers comply with Codes, but rather a failure of the current system to provide
clear, well developed Codes that accurately represent community standards. The low
rate of upheld complaints can only be justified if the complaints received by the ASB
are not a reflection of community standards, that is, the views of the complainants
are atypical of the wider community. If the views and attitudes of complainants do
reflect the views and attitudes of a substantial proportion of the wider community,
then the low rate of upheld complaints is, instead, a demonstration of the failure of
the ASB to uphold the standards of the community. However, without evidence26

based data to define what these standards are, it is not possible to demonstrate which
is the case.
Table 1.3: Complaint Determinations for Study Specific Product Categories
2003-2007
Community

Complaint Determination

Alcohol

Awareness

Motor

Food and

Vehicles

Beverage

Total

Dismissed

59

96

191

348

694

No Report

0

0

0

1

1

Modified

0

0

5

1

6

1

3

8

10

22

0

0

1

1

2

0

2

0

0

2

Upheld – discontinued or
modified
Withdrawn/discontinued before
Board meeting
Withdrawn

(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008b; 2007a; 2006b; 2005; 2004)

There are many goods and/or service providers who have repeatedly had their
advertisements brought before the ASB. Table 1.4 lists the 10 companies that have
been the subject of the most complaints adjudicated by the ASB between 2003-2007,
(referred to hereafter as repeat offenders). Of the 10 repeat offenders in Table 1.4, it
can be seen that eight of these well known companies are directly related to the
product categories examined in this thesis, food and beverage (4), motor vehicles (2)
and alcohol (2). These figures demonstrate that these repeat offenders continue to
produce advertisements that the community believe are unacceptable. As shown in
Table 1.4, of the total number of advertisements against which complaints were
made (n=295), only in eight cases (2.7%) were complaints upheld by the ASB
compared to the average of 5.9% for all advertisements.
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Table 1.4: Advertisers that were subject to the most complaints, 2003-2007
Withdrawn,

Repeat Offender

Dismissed

No
Report

Upheld,

discontinued

Discontinued

before

or Modified

meeting

Total

McDonald's Aust Ltd

34

0

3

0

37

Lion Nathan Aust Pty Ltd

31

0

1

1

33

28

0

2

0

30

26

0

1

2

29

29

0

0

0

29

Ford Motor Co of Aust Ltd

29

0

0

0

29

Kellogg (Aust) Pty Ltd

28

1

0

0

29

Holden Ltd

26

0

1

1

28

Lever Rexona

25

1

0

0

26

Nestle Australia Ltd

25

0

0

0

25

Total

281

2

8

4

295

Coca Cola South Pacific Pty
Ltd

Austereo Group Ltd

Carlton & United Breweries
Ltd

(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008c, 2007a, 2006b; 2005; 2004)

1.4.5

Review of the research

This research consisted of a mixed methods approach based on Creswell and Plano
Clark’s (2007) ‘Taxonomy Development Model’, with Phase One to consist of two
series of focus groups and Phase Two a community-based survey.

During the

research, there was a focus on three product categories: motor vehicles, alcohol, and,
food and beverages. These product categories were chosen as each has a commercial
and social marketing context, a specific advertising Code, and is regularly the source
of complaints.
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1.5

Outline of this thesis

The chapter outline of this thesis is as follows:

Chapter 2

Literature Review

This chapter provides an overview of the literature relevant to this thesis and is
presented in two sections. The first is a review of the advertising self regulation
literature, with a central focus on the Australian regulatory system. The second is a
review of the literature on community standards in advertising, including an
examination of the offensive advertising literature followed by an examination of
community standards for advertising in Australia’s current regulatory environment.

Chapter 3

Phase One: Developing a taxonomy of ethical issues – Methods

This chapter provides an overview of the methodology used for Phase One to achieve
the objective of developing a taxonomy of ethical issues in advertising as perceived
by the community.

The research population, research design and data analysis

techniques are discussed, as are the ethical issues relevant to the study and
constraints and limitations that emerged.

Chapter 4

Phase One: Developing a taxonomy of ethical issues – Results

This chapter presents the qualitative and quantitative results from the focus groups.
The results for each series of focus groups are presented separately. For Series One,
results are presented in the form of the taxonomy of ethical issues. Issues considered
problematic by participants that did not fit into this taxonomy are also highlighted to
ensure a holistic reflection of community standards for advertising is presented. For
Series Two, data from the questionnaire completed by participants following the
review of six advertisements are presented, as are the supportive qualitative data to
further illustrate results.

Chapter 5

Phase Two: Evaluating the taxonomy of ethical issues – Methods

This chapter provides an overview of the methodology used for Phase Two to
evaluate the taxonomy of ethical issues. The benefits of the survey method used in
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this Phase are discussed, as are issues such as survey development, pilot testing,
recruitment, and survey execution, as well as the data analysis techniques used.

Chapter 6

Phase Two: Evaluating the framework of ethical issues – Results

This chapter presents the results of the community based survey. Data is presented
that reflects how the community perceived a range of ethical issues in both a
commercial and social marketing context.

The level of knowledge held by

participants regarding the current complaints process as well as any previous
complaining behaviour is also presented.

Chapter 7

Discussion – Community standards for advertising in Australia

This chapter provides an interpretation of the findings from Phases One and Two,
and demonstrates how these findings have met the overarching aims and objectives
of this research. Additionally, this chapter makes a number of recommendations for
both future research and policy development.
1.6

Conclusion

Advertising in Australia is self-regulated and is guided by the AANA Code of Ethics
administered by the Advertising Standards Bureau.

Public complaints against

advertising are required to be submitted to the Advertising Standards Board and are
adjudicated with reference to Section 2 of the Code of Ethics as well as
“prevailing community standards”. There is, however, little evidence-based data to
define what the community standards for advertising are. This thesis has addressed
this lack of evidence by developing, testing and evaluating a taxonomy of ethical
issues, as well as exploring five considerations for the application of community
standards. By achieving this, the thesis will begin to bridge the gap that currently
exists in the research on community standards for advertising in Australia, as well as
having a number of implications for both public and industry policy.

The following chapter reviews the literature in regard to advertising self-regulation
as well as community standards and advertising.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter provides an overview of the most important aspects of community
standards for advertising in Australia relevant to this research; advertising selfregulation (ASR), Codes of Conduct; and the difficulty with defining and
subsequently applying ‘community standards’. While this review outlines each of
these issues in a broad sense, it focuses on, and critically analyses, their presence in
the Australian system. The review concludes that there is a need for systematic
change to ensure Australia has an ASR that adjudicates complaints from the
community about advertising with the community’s interests in mind.

Without

consistent evidence-based data to inform both policy and the regulators, this change
cannot occur.
2.1

Advertising regulations – what are the options?

Regulation is the process by which governments are able to influence markets to
achieve social and economic objectives (Ofcom, 2007).

Within the advertising

industry, regulation can take three forms: government regulation, co-regulation or
self-regulation. Government regulation oversees the advertising industry and
implements strict rules regarding what products can and can not be advertised, as
well as the content of the advertisement itself (Toland Frith and Mueller, 2004). Coregulation of advertising has input from both the advertising industry and the
advertising regulator in relation to the rules and standards to be placed on advertising
(Meek, 2006).

Self-regulation is the process whereby the advertising industry

actively participates in and is responsible for its own regulation (International Centre
for Alcohol Policies, 2001).

According to the European Advertising Standards

Alliance (2009), ASR is an essential element for all markets, creates a level playing
field for the advertising industry while also demonstrating a level of social
responsibility.
2.2

Advertising self-regulation – a brief overview

Self-regulation is initiated and administered by an industry organisation, and
involves the planning and construction of policy relating to issues and activities not
covered by public regulation (Wotruba, 1997). A self-regulated system effectively
constitutes a form of self government (given that peers and not external
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agencies/individuals are in control) and the established rules of behaviour (standards)
are self imposed and voluntarily accepted (Wotruba, 1997; Boddewyn, 1989). To be
effective, ASR systems must bring together advertisers, advertising agencies and
media to develop standards, evaluate advertisements for compliance with the
standards and take appropriate action to enforce the standards (International
Chamber of Commerce, 2004). Importantly, ASR should ensure that the established
standards ‘mirror society’ by reinforcing behavioural norms that have originated
from the community, the market and the government (Boddewyn, 1989).

Despite an intention to reflect generally accepted community and market standards,
and develop a “moral adhesion” to them (Boddewyn, 1989 p 20), ASR does not
always achieve this. This is evident from the large number of complaints received by
the bodies responsible for ASR in Australia, New Zealand and Canada. For the years
2006 and 2007 Australia received 6,646 complaints, New Zealand received 1,152
and Canada received 2,485 (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008b; Advertising
Standards Authority New Zealand, 2008; Advertising Standards Canada, 2008).
These figures suggest that the standards adhered to by advertisers in these countries
do not necessarily correspond to the standards held by the community.

As noted by the International Centre for Alcohol Policies (2001), the two basic
elements of ASR are: a code of practice or set of guiding principles to govern the
advertising content, and a process for the establishment, review and application of
that code or set of principles. This literature review will examine the Australian ASR
system in relation to these two elements. However to provide a context for this
information, the process that exists in Australia for the establishment, review and
application of the Codes will be discussed first.

This will be followed by a

discussion of the construction of codes of conduct and how the codes within
Australia’s ASR system compare to other ASR systems in the world. The review of
ASR will conclude with an overview of the principal criticisms of the system.
2.3

Advertising self regulation in Australia

Australia’s advertising system became self regulated following the demise of the
Advertising Standards Council in 1996. With this new system in place, the AANA
developed the Advertiser Code of Ethics to regulate all forms of advertising. The
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stated aim of Australia’s ASR system is to benefit and protect consumers while still
allowing advertisers the right to advertise products (Advertising Standards Bureau,
2006a). This is comparable to the stated aims of other ASR systems operating in
New Zealand, Canada and the UK (Advertising Standards Association New Zealand,
2007; Advertising Standards Canada, 2005; Committee of Advertising Practice,
2005).

The ASR system in Australia is administered by the Advertising Standards Bureau
and funded through a levy system. The Advertising Standards Bureau note that four
sections of the industry can “demonstrate their support for self regulation”: the
advertisers, advertising agencies, media buyers and media operators (Advertising
Standards Bureau, 2006c p 1). Advertisers are able to support the system by
voluntarily paying the levy which is charged at 0.035% of their gross media
expenditure (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006c). The advertising agencies can
show support by monitoring and implementing the Advertising Codes; the media
buyers by both collecting and remitting the levy through their own accounting
systems; and the media operators by promotion of the system through ASB
advertising material. The Advertising Standards Bureau states that Australia has a
successful, industry led self regulating system because of the support received from
the advertising industry (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006c).

However, the

Advertising Standards Bureau does not refer to ‘community support’ in its account of
why it believes ASR is successful. This seems inconsistent with the overarching the
aim of Australia’s ASR to benefit and protect consumers (Advertising Standards
Bureau, 2006a), and adds weight to Crawford and Spence-Stones (2009) argument
that the underlying weakness of Australia’s ASR and the operations of the ASB, is
the prioritisation of the interests the advertising industry and the media.

As noted in Chapter One, the adjudication of advertising complaints in Australia is
overseen by two separate Boards.

The Advertising Claims Board adjudicates

complaints from rival advertisers, while the Advertising Standards Board adjudicates
complaints from the general public. The following section summarises the roles of
these Boards. The Advertising Standards Board will be examined in more detail as
they are responsible for the resolution of complaints from the general public and
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upholding community standards for advertising (Advertising Standards Bureau,
2006a), which is the focus of this thesis.
2.4

The Advertising Claims Board (ACB)

The primary role of the ACB is to address rival advertiser complaints, although the
system can be utilised by the general public, groups or governments. The function of
the ACB is to act as an alternate method of resolving disputes and challenges to
advertising that have the potential to lead to litigation (Advertising Standards
Bureau, 2006d). The responsibility for the cost of the process is placed on the
complainant; however, the ACB state that the process is more cost effective than
taking legal action.

Under Section 1 of the AANA Code of Ethics, the ACB

addresses complaints regarding the truth and accuracy of advertising as well as
breaches of the law. An example of this can be seen in 2004 when McDonald’s
Australia Limited lodged a complaint with the ACB. It was claimed that in a series
of advertisements, Subway Franchisee Advertising Fund of Australia Pty Ltd
suggested that their competitors (that is, other fast food-style restaurants) do not sell
products containing healthy ingredients. The complaint was adjudicated by the ACB
and subsequently dismissed (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2005).

There are

limitations on issues the ACB addresses. For example, issues such as unlawful
business practices, claims on packaging and advertisements that are currently the
subject of litigation, court or government agency order, will not be reviewed
(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006d).
2.5

The Advertising Standards Board

The sole function of the ASB is to operate a free public complaints resolution
service, providing determinations on complaints about most forms of advertising by
applying the relevant codes of conduct (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2009a). The
ASB administer seven such Codes, which can be found in Appendices 1- 7:
1. AANA Code of Ethics (Implemented 1998)
2. AANA Food & Beverages Advertising & Marketing Communications Code
(Implemented 2006)
3. AANA Code for Advertising to Children (Implemented 1998)
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4. Federal Chamber of Automotive Industries (FCAI) Code (Implemented
2003)
5. AFGC Responsible Children's Marketing Initiative of the Australian Food
and Beverage Industry (Implemented 2009)
6. Australian Quick Service Restaurant Industry Initiative for Responsible
Advertising and Marketing to Children (Implemented 2009)
7. AANA Environmental Claims in Advertising and Marketing
Code (Implemented 2009)
The ASB reaches a decision on a complaint by a majority rules system and if a
decision is tied, the nominated Chair for that particular Board meeting has the
deciding vote (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008c).

The Advertising Standards Bureau describes the composition, independence and
dedication of the ASB as the centre-piece of Australia’s self regulation system and
the reason why they earn the admiration and respect of both the advertising industry
and the Australian community (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2009a).

The

following section evaluates the ASB’s claims with regard to these three
characteristics.

The composition and the independence of the Board can be assessed concurrently.
The Board is currently composed of 20 members appointed by the Advertising
Standards Bureau on the basis of their involvement in the community as well as their
expertise in their chosen professional fields (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006e).
When the ASB was first established under the new self-regulatory system, there was
an aim to ensure the Board was independent of the advertising industry. However,
half the members of the original Board were reliant on the media to earn a living, in
addition to a member who was a formerly employed in the advertising industry (Kerr
and Moran, 2002). This lack of independence of the ASB from the media or
advertising industry has been described by Kerr and Moran (2002) as a media bias.
This media bias is still applicable to the ASB today, as is the ability of the Board to
act as a general representative of the community as a whole. For the majority of the
period in which of this research was conducted, all but one of the members of the
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ASB was in paid employment, all had a university education and the majority had
either a connection to the media (particularly to earn a living), or a connection to the
marketing and advertising industry5.

Kerr and Moran (2002) have described the Board as having a socio-economic bias,
arguing there is a distinct socio-economic divide between members of the Board and
the general community they are representing. Boddewyn (1991) argues that when
complaints boards such as the ASB are composed in such a manner, they have an
elitist bias, claiming they are bound to warp the perception and the treatment of
current issues and values pertinent to the general community. Impartiality is a crucial
element to both an effective code and public trust in such a code. The International
Centre for Alcohol Policies (2001) recommends the body responsible for the
practical application of the code be independent of the industry body responsible for
the code’s initial establishment and successive review.

The dedication of the ASB as a contributing characteristic to the centre-piece of
Australia’s ASR system can also be called into question. During 2007, the ASB met
13 times to adjudicate advertising complaints from the general public, however of the
16 Board members, only three members attended all 13 meetings (Advertising
Standards Bureau, 2008c). Whilst there is an expectation that a Board member will
absent themselves from a meeting if there is a conflict of interest (Advertising
Standards Bureau, 2009a), an absence explained by conflicts of interest suggests that
the Board is not impartial and therefore can not act as true representatives of the
general public.

Following an operational audit, the Advertising Standards Bureau received a number
of commendations for leadership and composition of the Board (Advertising

5

During 2008, the ASB recruited new Board members in an effort to reflect the opinions of ordinary

members of the community without the intention of creating a team of marketing experts, industry
representatives or consumer/special interest groups (ASB, 2009). These new members were only
appointed in August 2008 so it is too early to ascertain whether this change has any impact on the
decisions made by the Board.
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Standards Bureau, 2010a). The audit was conducted over nine stages including an
interview with the CEO and also industry stakeholders, an observation of a board
meeting and, a questionnaire completed by stakeholders (although there is no
indication as to whom these stakeholders were) (Advertising Standards Bureau,
2010a). However there are two major concerns in regards to this audit. The first is
that the community’s perception of the system was not taken into account. The
second is the audit was conducted by researchers from a Queensland University
(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2010a) which included access to ASB complaint
databases (the ethical considerations relating to this will be discussed further in
Section 2.9). The lack of community representation in the audit as well as the
methodological concerns brings into question the accuracy and validity of the audit’s
results.
2.6

Codes of conduct and advertising self regulation

Codes of conduct are an important component of an ASR system as they are the basis
of the pre-established rules that guide behaviour (Boddewyn, 1989). Australia’s self
regulatory system is based on a set of rules and principles of best practice specified
within the AANA Code of Ethics (as mentioned previously), which advertisers
voluntarily agree to be bound by (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006f), with no
legal avenue for punishment if this does not occur. There are other Codes relevant to
Australian advertising which are not administered by the Advertising Standards
Bureau, and they include: the Alcohol Beverages Advertising Code, The Commercial
Radio Code of Practice, the Commercial Television Code of Practice, the Weight
Management Industry Code of Practice, the Therapeutic Goods Advertising Code
and the Australian Subscription Television and Radio Association (ASTRA) Codes
of Practice (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006a). 6

The overarching aim of the AANA Code of Ethics is to:
Ensure that advertisements are legal, decent, honest and truthful and that they have been
prepared with a sense of obligation to the consumer and society and fair sense of
responsibility to competitors (Australian Association of National Advertisers, 2009).

6

Complaints about advertisements regulated by these Codes are heard by the relevant administrator,
unless the issue falls under Section Two of the AANA Code of Ethics to which the complaint would
then be adjudicated by the ASB.
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While complaints about advertising from the general public are adjudicated against
Section Two of the AANA Code of Ethics, data from the Advertising Standards
Bureau suggest that Section Two may not have the scope required to encompass all
issues the public find problematic in relation to advertising. Of the 2602 individual
consumer complaints received by the ASB during 2007, 580 (22.3%) were not
adjudicated by the Board; 1212 (30.0%) were not heard in 2006 and, 970 (32.8%) in
2005 (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008d).

Table 2.1 provides detail on the

reasons why these complaints were not heard by the ASB.
Table 2.1: Complaints not adjudicated by ASB 2005-2007
Reasons why complaint not adjudicated

2007

2006

2005

Within Section 1

57 (9.8%)

227 (18.7%)

147 (15.2%)

Misleading

45

186

121

Outside Section 2

210 (36.2%)

231 (19.1%)

256 (26.4%)

Broadcast timing

60

118

104

Not an advertisement

234 (40.3%)

629 (51.9%)

493 (50.8%)

Specific industry code

13 (2.2%)

5 (0.4%)

6 (0.6%)

Withdrawn/discontinued

12 (2.1%)

43 (3.5%)

13 (1.3%)

Insufficient information

23 (4.0%)

40 (3.3%)

17 (1.8%)

Other

31 (5.3%)

37 (3.1%)

38 (3.9%)

Total complaint not heard by ASB

580

1212

970

(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008d)

In all three years, the most cited reason a complaint was not heard was because the
subject of the complaint did not qualify as an advertisement as defined by the Code
of Ethics, which states an advertisement and marketing communication as:
matter which is published or broadcast using any Medium in all of Australia or in a
substantial attention of the public or a segment of it to a product, service, person,
organisation or line of conduct in a manner calculated to promote or oppose directly or
indirectly the product, service, person, organisation or line of conduct; or
any activity which is undertaken by or on behalf of an advertiser or marketer for payment or
other valuable consideration and which draws the attention of the public or a segment of it to
a product, service, person, organisation or line of conduct in a manner calculated to promote
or oppose directly or indirectly the product, service, person, organisation or line of conduct,
but does not include Excluded Advertising or Marketing Communications (Australian
Association of National Advertisers, 2009).
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An example of material that would not fit this definition is an editorial promotion or
a magazine competition.

While a complaint about misleading advertising is not addressed by the Board, it is
noted as an issue within the International Chamber of Commerce Advertising and
Marketing Communication Practice Code. The International Chamber of Commerce
Code is considered to be a practical guide for ASR systems to produce their codes of
conduct (International Chamber of Commerce, 2006).

The codes that govern

advertising in New Zealand, the United Kingdom and Canada (each of which has a
similar ASR system to Australia), are in line with the ICC and address the issue of
inaccurate and/or misleading advertisements. Due to this, the public in each of these
countries are able to make formal complaints about this issue free of charge. In
2008, complaints about inaccurate and/or misleading advertising accounted for
38.4% complaints accepted for review by the Advertising Standards Authority of
New Zealand and 42.8% 7 in Canada (Advertising Standards Authority New Zealand,
2009; Advertising Standards Canada, 2009). This suggests that inaccurate and/or
misleading advertising is an issue that is important to the community with regard to
advertising standards.

Currently in Australia, consumers are only able to complain about misleading and
deceptive advertising under Sections 2.1 of the AANA Food and Beverages
Advertising and Marketing Code, Section 2.2 of the AANA Code for Advertising
and Marketing to Children, and Section 1 (i) of the AANA Environmental Claims in
Advertising and Marketing Code (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2010a). However
if the advertisement is not for food, in regards to an environmental claim or aimed
directly to children, complaints about misleading advertising will only be heard by
the regulators if made to the ACB via a user-pay system.

The exclusion of

inaccurate and/or misleading advertising from majority of Section Two of the AANA
Code of Ethics is an example of the limited scope of the codes that are used to
adjudicate whether advertisements are adhering to ‘prevailing community standards’
and is inconsistent with ASR in other countries.

7

This statistic includes complaints reviewed Clause 1 (Accuracy and Clarity) and Clause 3 (Price
Claims) as provided by Advertising Standards Canada
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While there is no conclusive evidence to suggest a link between the scope of an ASR
system’s code of conduct and the outcome of complaint decisions from that system,
compared to similar ASR systems, there is a shortfall in the scope of the AANA
Code of Ethics. New Zealand’s advertising Code of Conduct consists of 13 clauses
and Canada’s consists of 14. Not only are the Codes within New Zealand and
Canada of a wider scope than Australia, the percentage of complaints upheld in these
two countries are also higher than in Australia (Advertising Standards Authority New
Zealand, 2009; Advertising Standards Canada, 2009). Table 2.2 presents complaint
statistics from 2008 for New Zealand and Canada. It can be seen that the number of
complaints upheld by the relevant Boards are substantially higher than the average of
5.9% of complaints upheld by the ASB during 2003-2007 (as noted in Chapter One).
Table 2.2: 2008 Complaint statistics for NZ, Canada and the UK
NZ

Canada

1246

1119

703

778

Total number of complaints accepted/investigated

314

801

Percentage of complaints upheld

13.1%

15.7%

Total number of complaints received
Total number of advertisements that received
complaints

(Advertising Standards Authority New Zealand, 2009; Advertising Standards Canada, 2009).

While it may be argued that the rate of upheld complaints in Australia is low because
there is a high level of compliance with the Code, it can also be suggested that the
limited scope of the issues Australian consumers can complain about in relation to
advertising results in many complaints not being addressed. The current complaints
procedure assumes that the general public are aware of the content of the Code of
Ethics, however it is reasonable to suggest that not all complaints specifically state
against which section of the Code they would like to complain, if indeed the Code
actually addresses their issue of concern. Subsequently, the ASB interprets
complaints and categorises them into the clause they consider most appropriate.
However, the constraints of the current Code of Ethics has the potential for the
(re)classification by the ASB to inaccurately represent the complainant’s original
grievance. This process raises questions about the ability of the ASB and the
complaint system to be in a position to place a judgement of a ‘community standard’
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on a complaint when it is not adjudicated under a clause which is representative of
the actual issue of complaint.
2.7

Criticisms of advertising self-regulation

Boddewyn (1989) states four major criticisms of ASR which will be reviewed in the
context of the system that currently exists in Australia.
1. Relatively few cases are handled by ASR bodies in proportion to the number
of advertisements that exist in the media.
‘Screen Australia’ (a new Federal Government agency) reports that advertising
revenue in Australia during 2004 and 2005 was AUD $9,040 billion and AUD
$9,478 billion respectively (Screen Australia, 2008). Despite a spend of over
nine billion dollars each year on advertising, the ASB only handled 1,640
complaints in 2004 and 1,986 complaints in 2005 (Advertising Standards Bureau,
2008d). One explanation as to why so few complaints were heard by the ASB is
due to the limited scope of the code, as discussed previously.
2. Relatively little publicity is given to ASR standards and decisions in many
countries.
Several agencies – including the FCAI, the Australian Senate Standing
Committee on Environment, Communications and the Arts, and the ASB
themselves – have highlighted the need for an increase in the public’s awareness
of the Board and the role they play in regulating advertising and adjudicating
complaints

(Australian

Senate

Standing

Committee

on

Environment,

Communications and the Arts 2008: Advertising Standards Board, 2008c: FCAI,
2004). The public are able to access complaint decisions via the ASB website
(although this assumes previous knowledge that this resource is available).
However, complaint decisions have only been freely available on line since
September 2006 (Advertising Standards Board, 2006a). The media also have a
role to play in making the public aware of the decisions made by the ASB,
assuming the media is made aware of the decisions. A total of 446
advertisements were reviewed by the Board in 2007, however, of these, the ASB
only publicised the outcomes of 26.

In 2007, 11 of the 13 media releases

circulated by the Board were related to these 26 case decisions, highlighting 14
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advertisements where the complaints were upheld and 12 advertisements where
the complaints were dismissed. The news media in Australia also assist in
publicising stories about the ASB and their decisions; however these stories are
not always positive and often focus on the inconsistencies in decisions made by
the ASB. This issue will be explored later in this chapter.

3. Many ASR decisions come too late, after the infringing advertisement has
been discontinued.
This criticism was highlighted in a recent study of alcohol advertisements and the
regulatory code in Australia. This study focussed on 14 alcohol advertisements
that were considered by study participants to have breached either the ABAC
Code and/or the Code of Ethics, and were subsequently the subject of complaints
to the ASB. Of these 14 advertisements, five were not adjudicated by the Board
as they were considered either not current and/or a one-off promotion (Jones,
Hall and Munro 2008). By not adjudicating a complaint, the ASB is effectively
allowing advertising that is potentially breaching the regulatory codes to be reused at a later date.

This is a flaw in the current system and gives tacit

permission for advertising to be controversial, as long as it is only released as a
one off or for a short period of time (for example to promote a sporting event).

There is also a significant issue in regard to time delay, that is, the time between
when a complaint is made by the public and when a decision about the complaint
is made. Once a complaint has been accepted by the secretariat of the ASB, the
advertiser is notified, supplied with a copy of the complaint and requested to
provide a written response before the next Board meeting – however an extension
(of unspecified time) can be granted if the advertiser believes they need more
time to prepare their response. In addition to this, if the Board believes it requires
additional information before making a decision, it is able to defer its
determination until a future date, again, within an unspecified time period
(Australian Association of National Advertisers, 2009). The ASB state that all
complaints are considered in a timely fashion, generally within one calendar
month of receipt (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2010). However, there are a
number of variables that could effect this process and contribute to a considerable
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lapse in time from when the complaint was received to when a decision is made,
such as when the complaint was made in relation to when the Board meets,
whether the advertiser is granted an extension or whether the Board deferred its
determination while awaiting further information.

This time delay can be

prolonged if the complaint is upheld. Advertisers are notified of the outcome
between within eight to 10 business days of the Board’s decision and are asked to
inform the Board within five days of whether they intend to comply with the
Board’s decision and modify or discontinue the advertisement (Australian
Association of National Advertisers, 2009).

4. ASR penalties are relatively mild, except for denial of access to the major
media.
As mentioned above, if the ASB upholds a complaint made against an
advertisement, the advertiser is given a period of time to advise the Board
whether they will modify or withdraw the advertisement from the public arena
(Australian Association of National Advertisers, 2009). However, given that the
authority of the Board rests entirely on the industry’s voluntary adherence to the
Codes (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006f), there are essentially no penalties
for non compliance. This is highlighted in the ASB’s own publication
(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2009b) stating that if an advertiser chooses not to
comply with the Board’s decision and modify or withdraw the advertisement, or
respond within a specified period of time, the Board has four options:
1. To forward the case report (if appropriate) to a relevant government
agency
2. To include in the case report a statement of the failure of the
advertiser to respond to the Board’s decision
3. To pass the case report on to media proprietors (the reason behind
this option is not explained)
4. To post the case report to the ASB website
In 2000, shoe company “Windsor Smith” chose not to comply with the ASB’s
decision to uphold a complaint against one of its outdoor advertisements and
refused to withdraw its advertisement (ASB 79/00). Despite the ASB’s lack of
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enforcement mechanism, the media agency decided to uphold the ruling of the
ASB and remove the billboards. Both the controversial advertisement and the
inability of the ASB to enforce their decision received a large amount of publicity
in the media. The case was also highlighted in a paper by Rosewarne (2007) who
criticised the ASB for their inability to punish advertisers that produce offensive
advertising and choose not to comply with decisions made by the Board.

Despite the controversy, there has not been any change of policy within the
current ASR framework, making it possible for this situation to occur again.
Instead, the ASB continue to defend the system that is in place despite
acknowledging that it relies on the “good will, good sense, and a common
commitment

of

advertisers

to

provide

consumers

with

appropriate

advertisements” (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2009b p 3).

Systematic checking and monitoring of the media is able to assist in the detection of
any standard violations not picked up by complainants to ensure that the ASR system
is working and that the consumer is not being adversely affected (Bodewynn, 1989).
This is not done to ‘catch more violators’ but to verify that the standards are in place
and being utilised by advertising practitioners (Bodewynn, 1989). This monitoring
also acts as a method of best practice to assist in the ongoing improvement of the
standards that are in place. The additional monitoring of standards violation does not
occur in the media in Australia (Rosewarne, 2007) and, currently, the system relies
on the general public to detect any potential breach of advertising standards (Jones et
al., 2008; Casswell and Maxwell, 2005).

The ASB argue that any increase in

complaints to the Board by the public, as well as an increase in the number of
complaints upheld, is not due to an increase in unacceptable advertising, but is
evidence that the complaints handling body is working (Advertising Standards
Board, 2010). Conversely, the ASB also suggests that the reduction in complaints
regarding alcohol advertising is evidence that advertising self regulation is working
(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008e). If both an increase and decrease in
complaints is evidence that ASR in Australia is working, this raises the question as to
what evidence would be needed to demonstrate that it is not.
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2.8

Community standards for advertising and the Advertising Standards
Board

‘Community standards’ is a term that has a central place in the existing regulatory
framework for advertising in Australia.

The ASB adjudicates complaints about

advertisements with regard to ‘prevailing community standards’ (Australian
Association of National Advertisers 2009). Despite its normative importance, no
agreed definition exists in the academic literature (as noted previously), and the
definition only recently provided by the ASB is ambiguous, that is, it does not
actually define what a community standard is:
Prevailing community standards means the community standards determined by the
Advertising Standards Board as those prevailing at the relevant time, and based on research
carried out on behalf of the Advertising Standards Board as it sees fit, in relation to
Advertising or Marketing Communications (Australian Association of National Advertisers
2009).

Despite the inadequate nature of the definition of community standards provided by
the ASB, it is the first to appear in relation to media and broadcasting in Australia.
Even the Commonwealth Broadcasting Services Act 1992, which covers all areas of
television and radio broadcasting, does not provide a definition of community
standards. Despite eight mentions throughout the Act, the term is not defined. The
lack of a functional definition, in both the legal and regulatory environment, calls
into question the ability of those whose role it is to maintain standards to actually
achieve these goals. There is a distinct difference between terminological definitions
that simply state that, for example, community standards are a reflection of
community norms, and a deeper, more substantial definition that is able to define
what those norms are. It is this substantial definition of community standards that is
lacking in the guidelines of the regulatory body responsible for upholding these
standards.
During 2007, the ASB conducted research into community standards in advertising,
and released a two page flyer which stated that their findings “complement results
from previous research” and that “the Board decisions generally reflect community
standards on the key provisions of the AANA Code of Ethics including portrayal of
violence, use of language and health and safety” (Advertising Standards Bureau,
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2007b p1). However, they also stated that the community and the Board differed on
two aspects. The first aspect was the community is more broadminded than the
Board about politically incorrect statements when used with humour; and the second
was that the community is more conservative in their attitude towards sex, sexuality
and nudity than the Board 8.

The ASB state that their research demonstrates that there was high public support for
the ‘concept’ of the AANA Code of Ethics with 81% of participants supporting
section 2.1: Discrimination, 83% supporting section 2.2: Violence, 88% supporting
section 2.3: Sex, sexuality and nudity, 88% supporting section 2.5: Language and
84% supporting section 2.6: Health and Safety. However, there was no explanation
provided as to what was meant by the term ‘concept’, the wording of the question
that was posed to respondents, or why Sections 2.4 and 2.7 were not reported on.

Numerous attempts were made to access a more detailed copy of the research
instrument, as well as a copy of the research findings, however requests were denied,
with Sue Rutter, Project Manager at the ASB stating:
I cannot send you a copy of the research report that you request since the ASB will be
repeating the research on a regular basis and as a result, the report remains commercial-inconfidence. The only information that is publicly available is the flyer that I have attached to
this email. (Rutter, Personal Communication, 29 May 2008).

There does not appear to be any substantial reason as to why the ASB’s research is
‘commercial in confidence’ as they are not a commercial body that would exploit the
research for profit, but rather a regulatory body that was established to protect and
benefit consumers (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006a). Without access to their
research, it is impossible to evaluate any claims made by the ASB in relation to their
ability to meet prevailing community standards or to understand what they believe
these standards to be. The ASB has publicly stated that they are a transparent
organisation, and that this transparency has a positive influence on their role of
adjudicating advertising complaints (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2009a).

8

It was not clear from the document what was referred to by term “politically incorrect statements”.
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However, the ASB has demonstrated limited transparency in their unwillingness to
publicly release their research findings.
Research conducted on behalf of the ASB on violence in advertising has recently
been released. As seen in earlier research by Harker, Harker and Svensen (2005),
Volkov, Harker, and Harker (2005) and Volkov, Harker and Harker (2002)
(discussed in the following section), a substantial proportion of the study participants
(in this case 40%) were previous complainants to the ASB. Two key finding of this
research were “complainants do appear to be broadly indicative of the wider
community” and “any complaint is an indicator that a substantial proportion of the
community is likely to find an ad unacceptable” (Advertising Standards Bureau,
2009c p10). Interestingly, both of these statements are in direct contrast to positions
taken by the ASB and previous research conducted on their behalf. However if this
is the position of the ASB, then once again, it is possible to question why so few
complaints about advertising are upheld.

There is a level of inconsistency displayed by the ASB when making determinations
against advertisements in relation to community standards, and this inconsistency has
been criticised in the media. David Nankervis from the Herald Sun discussed this
issue by highlighting decisions recently made by the ASB. First, he noted that the
ASB has dismissed complaints about two advertisements, one that utilised language
with obvious sexual double entendre “She loves a cockatoo” to advertise a new range
of wine and another that depicted a woman pole dancing to advertise a fast food
chain. Nankervis then discussed two advertisements where complaints were upheld,
as the ASB judged them to be against the prevailing community standard in relation
to violence. The first was an advertisement for a bank that depicted someone dressed
up as a rabbit being tripped over and the second was an advertisement for the
Trading Post Newspaper that depicted a young boy walking around the house
pushing different objects including his sister, until his father solves the problem by
purchasing a swing set. Nankervis stated that these recent decisions by the ASB
were “out of step with community attitudes on sex and violence” (Nankervis, 2008).

Another ASB decision that has been recently highlighted in the media is in regard to
a billboard for a company that provides treatment options for erectile dysfunction.
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The billboard stated in large bold letters “Do you want longer lasting SEX?”, and in
February 2007 the ASB dismissed complaints about this outdoor advertisement
stating:
The Board noted that the advertisement is for a sex-related product and that it was legitimate
for such a product to mention sex. The Board noted that the billboard did not contain any
graphic images and that the word 'sex' was itself not offensive…On the basis only that the
advertisement was a billboard, and hence viewable by a very broad audience, the Board
expressed its view that this advertisement was at the 'higher end' of what might be considered
acceptable by the Australian community. On balance however the Board held that the
advertisement was not insensitive and did not breach Section 2.3 of the Code. (ASB, 20/07)

However in August 2008, after the ASB continued to receive a large number of
complaints regarding this billboard, the Board reviewed this advertisement and
revoked its previous decision. The CEO of the ASB at the time, Alison Abernathy,
stated that:
The Board acknowledged that in the time since the original decision, debate in the
community about the sexualisation of children has crystallised community concern about the
unsolicited exposure of children to advertisements dealing with sexuality (ASB 2008f,
Media Release No 11/08).

This decision was widely criticised in the media, with Simon Canning from The
Australian labelling this statement from the ASB as ‘disingenuous’ and arguing that
the revoked decision had nothing to do with the sexualisation of children, rather the
ASB simply made the wrong decision in the first instance (Canning, 24/08/08).
When ASB decisions such as these are reported in the media as illogical and
inconsistent, there is clear potential for the public to lose confidence in the Board’s
ability to protect them from unacceptable advertising. The potential for a lack of
public confidence in the Board is further illustrated by a statement within the ASB’s
submission to the Inquiry into the Sexualisation of Children in the Contemporary
Media Environment that, although the Board works with community values in mind,
not all community members will be pleased with the outcome of complaint
decisions:
The Board discharges its responsibilities with fairness, impartiality and with a keen sense of
prevailing community values in its broadest sense. Its task is often a difficult one and the
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outcomes of its determinations will not and cannot please everyone (Advertising Standards
Bureau, 2008g p 9).

If the media suggests the Board is unable to adequately perform its role, and the
Board itself publicly states that there will be sections of the community unhappy with
outcomes of complaints, it is reasonable to suggest that there is little reason for the
public to have confidence that any complaint they make about advertising will be
satisfactorily addressed.
2.9

Complaining behaviour of Australians

Previous research has suggested that there are a limited number of Australians who
make formal complaints to the ASB when they judge an advertisement to be
unacceptable, with Volkov, Harker and Harker (2002) stating that only 1% of
Australians complain about advertising across all types of mediums. Volkov (2003)
states that individuals who complain about advertising have specific and identifiable
personal characteristics; for example, are older, have higher education levels, possess
greater amounts of wealth, are more involved in the community, have more resources
and more intrinsic abilities (for example, self confidence and self worth).

Research highlighting the characteristics of those who make formal complaints about
advertising to the ASB has a tendency to place labels on people, for example:
Volkov, Harker, and Harker (2005, p 305), argued that complainants in Australia are
typically “white collar affluents, independent young achievers and suburban singles
and sharers”, which contradicts Volkov’s (2003) earlier claim that complainants tend
to be older. Harker, Harker and Svensen (2005, p 260) state that concern about
gender portrayal in advertisements is only an issue for a small sample of young
female white collar workers of a feminist orientation classified as “Feminist
Pessimists”.

It is important to note that the three above-mentioned studies have utilised ASB
complaint databases as a significant component of their research population. Personal
details of complainants to the ASB were obtained and used in the research alongside
a smaller control group of non-complainants taken from the general population.
These methods of recruiting participants raise ethical concerns regarding the use of a
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database from the only advertising complaint handling body in Australia, and
whether complainants on that database had agreed to have their details passed on to
the researchers. It is likely that these studies are not indicative of the population at
large, but only of those who are aware that the ASB is the appropriate complaints
handling body for advertising and know the appropriate process required to make
formal complaints.

The possibility that people are unaware of the complaints process is highlighted in a
2005 study completed on behalf of the Australian Associated Brewers. Of the 1006
participants (48% male) asked “If you wanted to register a complaint against
advertising, would you know how to?”, 41% stated they would not know. When
asked, “Imagine you wanted to make a complaint. How would you go about it?”,
34% stated they would contact the media outlet, 12% that they would contact the
company advertising the product and only 9% that they would contact the ASB
(Knights and Horrocks, 2005). As well as a poor understanding of the complaints
process for advertising in Australia, there was also variance in knowledge of the
existence of advertising codes. When asked if they were aware of a set of rules or
codes that advertisers had to abide by, only two thirds were confident that this was
the case, with 29% unsure and 6% believing there was not. Only 11% of the
participants in this study thought advertisements comply with advertising codes all of
the time (Knights and Horrocks, 2005). This study highlights that there is a lack of
awareness of the existence of advertising codes and the role of the ASB in the
complaints process for advertising in Australia. These gaps in knowledge could help
to explain why only a small percentage of the Australian population make formal
complaints about advertising.
2.10 Community standards for advertising in the literature and their
application in practice
Community attitudes and opinions towards advertising and its ethical, social and
economic consequences have been of interest to advertisers and business leaders for
many years (Beard, 2003). While many advertising appeals continue to push the
boundaries, it has been suggested that there is a need improve ethical standards in
advertising (Nairn and Berthon, 2003), and that any ethical codes previously utilised
as a guide for advertising practitioners must be reassessed for relevance today and in
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the future (Beltramini, 2003). The success of this reassessment will be hindered by
a number of factors acknowledged by the American Academy of Advertising (in
Shaver, 2003) who believe that there has not yet been developed sound scales for
measuring the public’s attitude about the ethicality of some advertising practises, and
this is the most important research priority for advertising ethics.

The literature acknowledges the importance of ethical advertising practices and the
need for ethical codes to guide advertising practitioners. This thesis is concerned
with only one dimension of advertising ethics, the notion of community standards.
The following section will discuss the complexities of community standards as
discussed in the literature. It will begin with highlighting the issue of defining terms
and the negative impact this can have on policy. This section will then outline a
number of important concepts that have emerged from the literature in regard to the
application of community standards. It will be argued that these concepts are not
only of benefit to advertising practitioners but also the advertising regulators when
making judgments in regard to community standards for advertising.
2.10.1 Terminology
Within the literature, it is noted that it is difficult to define the term ‘community
standards’. Dolan (2005, pg 5) states that community standards are an
“indistinguishable descriptor”, while Linz et al (1991) argue that concepts such as
‘community standards’, ‘general community’ or ‘average person’ are exceptionally
broad and difficult to define. In a research report on discrimination and vilification
in advertising commissioned by the Advertising Standards Bureau, the authors stated
there was a level of uncertainty in the use of the term ‘community standards’ by the
ASB and that there is a need for the term to be explicitly defined (Advertising
Standards Bureau, 2009d).

If terms such as ’community standards’ are to be defined, Boddewyn (1991)
questions who takes responsibility for this and whether these definitions reflect the
beliefs of the community or of the establishment. It is interesting to note, however,
that throughout the controversial and offensive advertising literature, the term
‘community standards’ is not regularly utilised. Instead studies are more likely to
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measure ‘attitudes towards’ advertising (see Zimmerman and Dahlberg (2008) and
Waller (1999) for examples on studies examining attitudes towards sexist
advertising) or the ‘effects of’ advertising appeals and images’ (see Bushman (2007)
and Gunter, Furnham and Pappa (2005) for studies examining the effects of violent
advertising on advertisement recall).

There has been a steady increase in offensive advertising across all forms of media
(Christy, 2006; Waller, 2004). Advertisers have a social responsibility to ensure that
their campaigns do not offend the general public (Waller, 2004), however what is
perceived as offensive in advertising is often subjective (Christy, 2006).
Controversial advertising can consist of issues that have been defined by Boddewyn
(1991) as either ‘hard’ or ‘soft’. Hard issues are those that focus on the deceptive
nature of advertisements and the need to properly substantiate all claims made 9. Soft
issues are more complex and difficult to define as they frequently reflect values and
attitudes that are personally subjective, culturally related and historically changing
(Boddewyn, 1991). Two examples of soft issues that are prevalent in the current
Australian ASR system are decency and vilification.

An objective of the AANA Code of Ethics is to ensure that all advertisements are
decent (Australian Association of National Advertisers 2009). In 1991, Boddewyn
argued that decency (in relation to ‘sex and decency’) refers to the conformity with
recognised standards that include propriety, good taste and modesty. However, it can
be argued that Boddewyn’s use of a subjective term such as ‘good taste’ does not add
clarity to the definition to the term decency and is another concept that, as suggested
by Linz et al (1991), is exceptionally broad.

Section 2.1 of the Code addresses the issue of the vilification of people/sections of
the community in advertisements (Australian Association of National Advertisers
2009) and there has been criticism of how the term ‘vilification’ is used.

The

Advertising Standards Bureau’s research on vilification concluded that the ASB
must: “apply a consistent line in the sand between what is a tolerable meanness or a

9

As previously mentioned, the ASB do not accept complaints from Australian consumers that relate
to ‘hard issues’ for the majority of Section Two of the AANA Code of Ethics
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lack of generosity and what is vilification in breach of the Code” and interestingly,
the report stated that a “consistent application of the definition of ‘vilification’ will
be helpful” (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2009d p118).

The term vilification has often been utilised in regards to sexist advertising or
advertising that portrays women in a particular and often negative way. However,
Rosewarne (2007) believes that people are unfamiliar with the term vilification and it
should (in the context of sexist advertising) be replaced with the more recognizable
term, sexual harassment. Although the vilification laws within Australia’s Sex
Discrimination Act 1984 have considered the inclusion of sexist advertising,
Rosewarne (2007) states that currently these laws are not in place to protect women,
instead the focus is to protect the rights of religious and racial groups. Due to this,
the expression ‘vilification’ seems inappropriate to use in the context of sexist
advertising.

The lack of concise and consistent definitions throughout the literature can place
limitations on the outcomes of the empirical evidence produced. Although
researchers may be studying the same issue, it is not always possible to compare
results across studies and populations, making it more difficult to argue the need for
policy and regulatory change (Jones, 2008). This can result in a difference in what
policy makers and regulatory bodies believe are community standards for advertising
and the actual standards present within the population.
2.10.2 Influential factors when applying community standards
The majority of research on offensive advertising has centred on describing and
isolating particular aspects of advertising rather than exploring other factors that may
have an influence on community standards for advertising. Due to this, much of the
research has been limited in its ability to provide the required guidance to advertisers
who inadvertently offend (Christy and Haley, 2008; Jones, 2008). In 1990, Barnes
and Dotson made a significant impact in the controversial advertising literature by
formulating a two-dimensional model of offensive advertising, suggesting this
consists of offensive products and offensive execution.

They noted that unlike

potentially offensive products (such as contraceptives, firearms or feminine hygiene
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products), the dimension of offensive execution is one that advertisers have control
over (Barnes and Dotson, 1990). This is evident in a number of important studies
that not only highlighted products that were considered controversial in advertising,
but also drew attention to issues that can have a significant impact on consumer
attitudes towards advertising, such as the importance of being culturally aware when
creating advertising as well as ethical concerns regarding the deliberate use of
controversial advertising (Waller, Fam and Erdogan, 2005; Fam and Waller, 2003).
This two-dimensional construct of offensive advertising has since been expanded to
include two additional elements; medium and audience, to allow a more
comprehensive examination of offensive advertising as well as the impact this
advertising may have on the community (Christy and Haley, 2008; Waller, Christy
and Fam, 2008; Chrsity, 2006).

Despite this expansion, the literature is still lacking a systematic approach to assist
advertising regulators and complaint handling bodies in the application of
community standards. There are a number of additional factors that can be of
assistance when applying community standards during the complaint handling
process; context, purpose, judgements, scope (third person effect), level of agreement
and diversity. Each of these elements will be examined individually as there is
currently no concise model that is able to link them together.
2.10.2.1 Context
The context in which an appeal is used is important (Beetles and Harris, 2005;
Donovan, Jalleh and Henley, 1999) and can have a significant influence on the way
the audience receives the advertising message (Advertising Standards Authority
United Kingdom, 2002). The standards held by the community regarding advertising
images and appeals are influenced by the commercial or social marketing context of
the advertisement and this has been highlighted in numerous studies. For example,
Mittal (2004) found study participants held more favourable attitudes towards
television advertising for products such as anti-drink driving and anti-speeding
despite having a general dislike for television advertising.

A similar outcome

highlighting the influence of context was noted by both Pope, Voges and Brown
(2004) and Dahl, Frankenberger and Manchanda (2003), who each found study
participants to be more likely to hold positive attitudes towards provocative or
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controversial advertisements where the advertisements were for a good cause. A
study of community views on offensive advertising by the British advertising
regulators found that 37% of respondents (n=989) strongly agreed that it was “okay
for Government advertising to be shocking in order to make a point” compared to
only 9% of respondents who strongly agreed that it was “okay for commercial, profit
making companies’ advertising to be shocking in order to make a point”
(Advertising Standards Authority United Kingdom, 2002). What is lacking from the
literature, however, is evidence-based data to explain why context has such a
significant impact on community standards and how, if at all, this can be used to
assist regulators in the application of these standards when adjudicating advertising
complaints.
2.10.2.2 Purpose
Purpose refers to the suitability and appropriateness of the appeal for the product
being advertised. This was demonstrated by the consumer assessment panels for the
Office of Film and Literature Classification (OFLC) when discussing whether their
classification system was in line with community standards. The purpose behind the
use of potentially offensive language and violence was seen as important and
extremely relevant. For language, the frequency of use and the tone of the speaker
influenced the panel’s decisions. For violence, opinions were influenced by who the
perpetrators of violence were (for example, authority figures) and who the victims of
the violence were (for example, vulnerable groups such as women, children and
animals) (Office of Film and Literature, 2005). In the context of the OFLC, the
purpose of the language or violence had an effect on community views and
subsequently had an impact on policy in regard to classification rating for such things
as movies and electronic computer games (Office of Film and Literature, 2005).

In some studies, the term congruence is utilised in a way that is similar to the notion
of purpose as defined in this thesis. In a marketing context, the term congruency
usually refers to a ‘matchup’ between the product advertised and the content of the
advertisement, particularly the relationship between the product itself and the person
who is endorsing it (see Lynch and Schuler (1994) for more detail). Although the
following studies discuss congruency, it is discussed in regard to the purpose and
suitability of the image and appeal used.
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In their study on consumer attitudes

towards female nudity in advertising, Beetles and Harris (2005) found higher levels
of congruence between nudity and the advertisement resulted in participants having
more favourable attitudes towards the advertisements.

When examining the

relationship between product, medium and execution style, Christy and Haley (2008)
found congruency to be important across all three factors – for example condoms,
men’s magazines and nudity were considered the least offensive combination,
whereas condoms, direct mail and violence were considered the most offensive
combination. Outside of commercial advertising studies, it was found that disgust
appeals may work when used in a congruent manner (Dens, De Pelsmaker and
Janssens, 2008).

Each of these studies consistently demonstrated that the community is more likely to
accept an advertising appeal when it is directly related to the product. Thus it is
important that this relationship be taken into account when adjudicating consumer
complaints against advertising.
2.10.2.3 Judgements
This concept refers to whether the community standards take onto account sound
valued judgments or whether the standards are based only on immediate emotional
reactions. In Christy’s (2006) study on how women perceive offensive advertising,
three issues were considered problematic by participants. The first was the manner
in which advertising is able to insult one’s intelligence and consequently affect one’s
self identity, as well as the identity of others. The second issue was the belief that
advertising portrays women as inferior objects, and the third issue related to the use
of unrealistic body images in appeals and the consequences this could have (Christy,
2006). This study demonstrated that participants were capable of making value-based
judgements as to why they considered an advertisement offensive, independent of
emotional responses.
2.10.2.4 Scope
As noted in Chapter 1, the consideration of scope is related to the concept known as
the ‘third person effect’. In 1983, Davidson introduced a concept which he referred
to as the third person effect which related to perceptions of media influence. More
specifically, when exposed to persuasive communications, people often see others as
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being more impressionable than themselves and believe the communication would
therefore have a greater effect on those people (the third person effect) (Davidson,
1983). Since Davidson’s paper, there has been much research into the third person
effect and the results have shown significant support for its existence (Golan and
Banning, 2008). For example, a study by Golan and Banning (2008) found that
study participants were significantly more likely to believe that controversial media
content, such as appeals that were sexually explicit, overtly violent or contained
coarse language, would affect others more than themselves. A third person effect
was also present when participants perceived others to be more influenced by brand
advertising, such as advertisements for Nike and Burger King (Golan and Banning,
2008). The results of a study into the third person effect in controversial advertising
highlighted the opposite phenomenon, known as the first person effect, which is
where individuals feel a higher level of personal offence than the perceived offence
felt by others (Jensen and Collins, 2008). A first person effect for the product
category of racially extremist groups (only) was found despite all product categories
included in this study deemed controversial based on previous research (Jensen and
Collins, 2008).

A first person effect, or reversed third person effect (as labelled by Lewis, Watson
and Tay, 2007), was evident (as predicted) in participant responses after viewing
social marketing advertisements for road safety, however more so among female
participants than males. Gender emerged as the primary factor moderating the third
person effect in regard to fear-based road safety advertisements, with males
displaying third person effects and females displaying first person effects, suggesting
fear-based campaigns may be less relevant and influential on males than females
(Lewis, Watson and Tay, 2007). Golan and Banning (2008), however, did not find
this first person effect in regard to public service announcements, such as the Red
Cross, with participants demonstrating a third person effect. These studies
demonstrate that individuals consider the impact of advertisements on others,
suggesting that the third person effect is an important factor to consider when
applying community standards for advertising.
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2.10.2.5 Level of agreement
It is not possible to determine the true level of agreement among community
members on the acceptability of advertising images and messages. As the complaint
handling body, the ASB has data on what images and messages are considered
unacceptable in advertising, what advertisements are generating complaints, and how
many members of the community are making formal complaints about advertising.
However, complaint statistics from the ASB suggest that there is a disconnect
between the communities perception of acceptable advertising images and messages
and that of the ASB. Table 2.3 lists the number of complaints received by the ASB
for the 10 most complained about advertisements between 1998-2008. It can be seen
that all but one were dismissed by the Board (the other advertisement was voluntarily
withdrawn by the advertiser before the ASB could adjudicate the complaint). These
numbers demonstrate that there was a clear level of agreement in the community that
the images and messages in these advertisements were unacceptable.

Table 2.3: Most complained about advertisements 1998-2008
Number of Complaints
Received

Outcome of Complaint

Section of Code

1

355+

Dismissed

2.1

2

280+

Dismissed

2.1

3

260+

Dismissed

2.5

4

205+

Dismissed

2.1

5

205+

Withdrawn before meeting

2.1

6

195+

Dismissed

2.1

7

185+

Dismissed

2.1

8

165+

Dismissed

2.1

9

165+

Dismissed

2.3

10

165+

Dismissed

2.1

(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2009a)

These decisions appear to be in contrast to the standards held in the community about
these advertisements. Due to this, it is questionable whether the ASB are able to
provide accurate information about the level of agreement among the community
with respect to community standards for advertising despite having the most accurate
data, that is, consumers putting in writing their opinions on unacceptable advertising.
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The ASB has acknowledged that any advertising complaint is an indicator that the
proportion of the community is likely to find an advertisement unacceptable
(Advertising Standards Bureau, 2009c). However the dismissal of 1,975 complaints
related to only nine advertisements suggests that the level of agreement held in the
community is not reflected by the ASB. It is interesting to note that eight of the ten
most complained advertisements were in relation to Section 2.1 of the Code
(discrimination and vilification) suggesting that the ASB is not in line with the
community standards regarding this issue in advertising.
2.10.2.6 Diversity
The consideration of diversity and how it can play an important role in the
application of community standards for advertising is best explained with reference
the range of Anti-discrimination legislation provided by the Australian Human
Rights Commission such as the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 and the Sex
Discrimination Act 1984 (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2007). The overall
objectives of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 are to ‘promote equality before the
law for all persons, regardless of their race, colour or national or ethnic origin’, and
‘make discrimination against people on the basis of their race, colour, descent or
national or ethnic origin unlawful’ (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2007).
Similarly, two of the major objectives of the Sex Discrimination Act 1984 are to
‘promote equality between men and women’, and to ‘eliminate discrimination on the
basis of sex, marital status or pregnancy’ (Australian Human Rights Commission,
2007).

These two Acts provide an avenue of legal protection for people against public
discrimination and are a reflection of the broader social goals that have been set by
the democratic process in Australia. The theoretical problem that arises from this is
whether the goals of community standards for advertising should be a singular
reflection of what the community (in general) believe is acceptable and appropriate,
even if it is contrary to the broader social goal, or community standards for
advertising should be embedded within these broader social/legal goals, even if it
contrary to the majority view of the community. For advertising to act in accordance
with these pieces of legislation, there should not be any portrayal of race and/or
gender that may be inequitable or discriminatory. The majority of complaints against
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advertising to the ASB between 2003-2007 were in relation to the portrayal of
individuals in advertising, as well as the use of sex, sexuality and nudity (Advertising
Standards Bureau, 2008b: 2007a: 2006b: 2005: 2004). Two possible explanations
for this are that these complaints have been made by members of the communities
targeted in these advertisements, or that the community at large is sensitive to these
broader social goals. If it is the latter explanation, and the advertisements have been
judged contrary to these goals and therefore considered unacceptable, complaint
adjudications should reflect these community opinions and social goals. It is for this
reason that this dimension of diversity potentially has the greatest impact on how
community standards are applied during the process of complaint adjudication, as
outcomes will need to reflect legal criterion rather than subjective opinions of the
ASB.

It can be seen that context, purpose, judgements, scope, level of agreement and
diversity have a significant role in the standards the community place upon the
images and appeals used in advertising. In combination with the model of offensive
advertising execution highlighted in the literature (product, execution, medium and
audience), the process an individual undertakes when viewing and interpreting an
advertisement is complex.

Thus the application of community standards for

advertising should incorporate these elements to reflect the complexity of factors that
influence whether an individual believes an advertisement is unacceptable and, if so,
why – not simply the inclusion (or not) of a particular image, message or appeal type.
2.11 Conclusion
Advertising in Australia is self-regulated with the system administered by the
Advertising Standards Bureau. Under the ASR system, the community are able to
complain about advertising (without cost), as long as the complaint falls within the
eight clauses of Section 2 of the AANA Code of Ethics. Complaints are then
adjudicated by the 20 members of the ASB with reference to ‘prevailing community
standards’. Despite its importance in Australia’s ASR system, the definition of
‘community standards’ provided by the ASB is vague and does not explicitly state
what a ‘community standard’ is or how it is determined. This is problematic as it is
this definition that is used when adjudicating community complaints against
advertisements the general public perceive to be unacceptable. However, if there is
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no substantial definition of community standards, then it is questionable how these
standards can be applied by the ASB. Problems also exist in regard to terminology
within the academic literature. The lack of substantial definitions, as well as the
inconsistency of the ones used, leads to a lack of comparable results that can provide
guidance to both advertisers and regulators as to what community standards for
advertising are, and how they could be applied.

Despite these problems, the offensive advertising literature is useful to explore
attitudes towards advertising and the effects advertising can have on the community.
International research suggests that public perceptions of offensive and unacceptable
advertising are multi-factorial and go beyond the presence of a particular image or
the use of a particular appeal. These factors include: the execution of the appeal, the
advertising medium chosen, the product being advertised, and the audience who will
be exposed to the advertisement.

This review suggested there are additional

elements – context, purpose, judgements, scope, level of agreement and diversity –
that should be considered when adjudicating consumer complaints and applying
community standards.

Current Australian research on community standards or public perceptions of
offensive advertising has been based on student samples or commissioned by
industry and/or commercial entities. The lack of holistic, evidence-based data to
inform regulators and policy makers as to what constitutes community standards for
advertising in Australia has resulted in an ASR system that does not appear to serve
the best interests of the group it states publicly it is there to protect. By providing
evidence-based data on community standards for advertising, this thesis can inform
policy to assist regulators in understanding how the community perceive advertising
and the processes that need to be considered when applying community standards
during the complaint resolution process. This thesis addresses the gaps highlighted
in the current research (particularly in Australia) as well as adding to the existing
literature on the way the community value and judge the images and appeals used in
advertising
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The following chapter introduces Phase One: Developing a taxonomy of ethical
issues. The methods used to develop the taxonomy will be discussed. This includes
the use of focus groups, the practical aspects of conducting the study and the
methods of data analysis.
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3 PHASE ONE: DEVELOPING A TAXONOMY OF ETHICAL ISSUES –
METHODOLOGY
This chapter presents the methodology used to achieve the primary objective of
Phase One, the development of the taxonomy of ethical issues.

Following the

‘Exploratory Design: Taxonomy Development Model’ proposed by Creswell and
Plano Clark (2007), qualitative research was conducted (in this case focus groups)
and analysed to develop a taxonomy for further testing. This chapter reviews the
objectives of this phase and outlines specific methodological issues such as the
sample, design and conduct of the focus groups, as well as the methods of data
analysis (including quality assurance issues). This is followed by a review of the
ethical issues, and also the constraints and limitations of this research.
3.1

Objectives of Phase One

There were three objectives for Phase One of this research:
1. Develop a taxonomy of ethical issues regarding the standards held by the
community towards the images and messages used in advertising.
2. Explore whether these community standards are context sensitive. That is,
whether these standards vary depending on the commercial or social
marketing context of an advertisement.
3. Collect data to evaluate the importance of the five theoretical dimensions of
community standards (discussed in Chapter One), that is: ‘purpose’,
‘judgements’, ‘scope’, ‘level of agreement’ and ‘diversity’.
3.2

The Sample

To achieve the objectives of this Phase, two series of focus groups were conducted
with adult residents of the Illawarra community. The following section will discuss
the research population as well as the representativeness of this population. It will be
followed with details on the participants of this research including the methods of
recruitment, overall participant numbers and finally the possible effect of
relationships between focus group participants on the data produced.
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3.2.1

Research population

The research population for this project was adults who lived in the Illawarra Local
Government Area (LGA). Kotler, Adam and Brown et al (2003) discussed many
variables by which target groups can be segmented and described four basic
categories: geographic, demographic, psychological and behavioural. It was decided
that demographic variables were the most appropriate to segment the participants for
this stage of the research project. This was because it was the initial stage of an
exploratory study with the main aim of developing a taxonomy of ethical issues.
Recruiting focus group members using demographic variables only to fulfil preestablished quotas allowed the initial investigation to begin in a broad sense into an
area that has so far been largely overlooked in Australia. Participants were recruited
with the assistance of a local market research company, Illawarra Regional
Information Service (IRIS). To access potential participants, IRIS contacted all
members listed on their database. This resulted in a sample size of n=112 (see
Section 3.6.3 for more details on participant numbers).
3.2.2

Representativeness of the research population

As a region, the Illawarra LGA has a demographic profile that is similar to that of the
nation as a whole. Table 3.1 compares the key demographics (age, place of birth,
language spoken at home, religion and occupation) between the Illawarra LGA and
the national population, with the latter based on the 2006 census which was
conducted during the same time period as the focus groups (ABS, 2007).
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Table 3.1: Demographic comparisons between The Illawarra and Australia

18-24 years
25-34 years
35-44 years
45-54 years
55-64 years
65-74 years
75 years +
Australia
England
Former Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia
Italy
New Zealand
Scotland
English only spoken at home
Macedonian
Italian
Greek
Spanish
German
Catholic
Anglican
No Religion
Uniting Church
Eastern Orthodox
Professionals

Illawarra LGA
% of Total
Selected in
Persons in
Region
Region
Age
33,299
8.5
43,853
11.1
53,854
13.7
54,624
13.9
54,624
11.9
35,392
9.0
30,710
7.8
Place of Birth
299,524
76.0
19,993
5.1
4,308

1.1

4,226
1.1
3,885
1.0
3,675
0.9
Language Spoken at Home
334,927

85.0

6,917
1.8
5,933
1.5
2,750
0.7
2,680
0.7
1,901
0.5
Main Religious Affiliations
106,968
27.1
103,539
26.3
60,042
15.2
21,107
5.4
15,130
3.8
Occupation
30,258
18.9

Australia
% of Total
In Australia
Persons in
Australia
1,875,923
2,676,388
2,937,842
2,782,512
2.192.679
1,373,437
1.270.952

9.5
13.5
14.8
14.0
11.0
6.9
6.4

14,072,944
856,939

70.9
4.3

40,655

0.2

199,121
389,463
130,204

1.0
2.0
0.7

15,581,333

78.50%

67,836
316,890
252,220
97,999
75,636

0.3
1.6
1.3
0.5
0.4

5,126,882
3,718,248
3,706,557
1,135,422
544,165

25.8
18.7
18.7
5.7
2.7

1,806,010

19.8

Technicians and Trades Workers

26,759

16.7

1,309,258

14.4

Clerical and Administrative
Workers

22,075

13.8

1,365,805

15.0

17,859

11.1

1,202,267

13.2

16,341

10.2

801,906

8.8

16,276
16,104

10.2
10.0

952,520
896,208

10.5
9.8

12,047

7.5

604,616

6.6

Managers
Community and Personal
Service Workers
Labourers
Sales Workers
Machinery Operators And
Drivers
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As shown in Table 3.1, there are few differences between the Illawarra LGA and the
national population. In relation to age, the percentage of people between the ages of
18-64 years in the Illawarra population is slightly lower than the national population;
and the percentage of people aged 65 years and over is slightly higher. The Illawarra
population has a higher percentage of people born in Australia (76.0% compared to
70.9%) and also a higher percentage of people born in the Former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia (1.1% compared to 0.2%). Due to the difference in the
percentage of people born in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, it is not
surprising that the percentage of people who primarily speak Macedonian at home is
higher in the Illawarra LGA.

When comparing religious affiliations, it can be seen that the Illawarra has a much
higher percentage of Anglicans than Australia as a whole (26.3% compared to
18.7%), however, the number of people who state that they have no religion is lower
in the Illawarra (15.2% compared to 18.7%). There are some differences in the
occupation demographic. The Illawarra LGA has a larger percentage of technicians
and trade workers, as well as community and personal service workers, and a lower
percentage of managers, clerical and administrative workers than the national
sample. However, these differences are not large and should not be viewed as a
major discrepancy between the two populations.

Overall, the population of the Illawarra LGA is consistent with that of the country as
a whole (other than the small differences mentioned above). Therefore, although this
is a localised study, the use of the Illawarra LGA as research population can be
considered sufficiently representative of the general Australian population.
3.2.3

Process of recruitment

IRIS utilised a convenience sampling method to recruit both male and female
participants of particular pre-set age groups.

The recruitment process for the focus groups occurred in three distinct stages:
1. An email was sent to potential participants listed on IRIS’s database
inviting them to participate in focus groups conducted by the university to
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discuss attitudes towards advertising.

Potential participants were

informed that the research was to consist of two focus groups which
would run for approximately 60 minutes each; a time frame for when the
focus groups were planned to run; and that a $50 Coles Myer gift card
would be presented to participants at the conclusion of the second focus
group.
2. If the target number for each focus group was not reached, IRIS
telephoned each non respondent and encouraged them to participate in the
research.
3. Those who agreed to participate were sent by mail an information pack
which included the participant information sheet, a consent form, a
general information sheet about the time and location of the focus groups,
and directions to the research venue within University (see Appendices 9
– 11 for copies of these items).
3.2.4

Number of participants

During this phase of the research, ten cohorts of participants were recruited with each
cohort attending two focus groups; a total of 20 focus groups conducted. The aim
was to recruit eight participants per group, thus a total of 80 participants for Phase
One. This number of participants per group is the minimum suggested by Stewart
and Shamdasani (1998) who believe eight to 12 participants per group are preferable,
but is the maximum suggested by Kitzinger (2005) who believes that a group size of
four to eight is ideal. A total of eight participants per group allows for the possibility
of non-attendees commonly experienced during this type of research (Kitzinger,
2005), whilst keeping within the recommended limits of participant numbers
suggested in the literature.

The gender composition of the focus groups was deliberately chosen to counteract
any gender bias. The focus groups comprised of four male-only, four female-only
and two mixed gender groups. The single gender groups were facilitated by a
moderator of the same gender (the author and a research assistant (RA)). However,
research indicates that males are not always willing to disclose their true range of
emotions when participating in male only groups managed by a male facilitator
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(Fisher and Dubé, 2005).

To address this possibility, two focus groups were

conducted with mixed gender participants and a female facilitator. On advice from
the UOW Statistical Consulting Service, the two age groups selected for the mixed
group were 18-30 years and 46-60 years.

The actual number of participants in each focus group varied from four to 10 (see
Table 3.2). As demonstrated in the table, the numbers of participants did not remain
constant across the two series of focus groups. Six of the 10 focus groups either had
an increase or a decrease in participation rates for the second series of groups,
however despite the four week gap between the first and the second series of groups,
overall participation numbers decreased by only three.
Table 3.2: Numbers Recruited and Attended Focus Groups
Focus

Numbers

Attended

Attended

Recruited

FG 1

FG 2

Male

12

7

7

0

6

18-30

Female

11

7

7

0

7

3

18-30

Mixed

14

4

6

(+)2

6

4

31-45

Male

12

6

7

(+)1

7

5

31-45

Female

12

8

7

(-)1

7

6

46-60

Male

9

8

7

(-)1

7

7

46-60

Female

11

10

9

(-)1

9

8

46-60

Mixed

11

10

7

(-)3

7

9

61+

Male

10

10

10

0

10

10

61+

Female

10

10

10

0

10

112

80

77

(-)3

76

Age

Gender

1

18-30

2

Group

Difference

Survey
Respondents

It is important to note that, as the participants were recruited through IRIS, some that
had prior experience with participating in research. Therefore there was the
possibility that some participants would have been more familiar and potentially
more comfortable with the research process than those who were participating in
research for the first time.

This familiarity had the potential to influence the

dynamics of the focus groups and subsequently the types of data collected. To
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address this, it was stipulated that part of the inclusion criteria for this study was that
participants had not participated in any qualitative research for the six months prior
to the beginning of this study.
3.2.5

Acquaintances or strangers

The social connectedness of focus group members has the potential to affect the data
collected (Parker and Tritter, 2006). In particular, the effect of pre-existing
relationships of participants is one that is debated within the literature on the focus
group method. The familiarity between focus group participants in this research was
varied and included strangers, acquaintances, friends and, in the mixed gender
groups, couples. There were only two occasions when pre-existing relationships had
the potential to interfere with the quality of the data collected.

In two separate

cohorts, participants who attended as friends discussed the topic with each other
independently of the main group. In both circumstances, the moderator was able to
redirect these side conversations back into the group without adversely affecting the
flow of the main discussion.

Nelson and Frontczak (1998) believe that the existence of different relationships
within focus groups (as was the case in this research) has little impact on idea
quantity or quality. Regardless of the status of relationships between focus group
members, it is important to recognise the effect group dynamics will play during the
session (Parker and Tritter, 2006). The effect of group dynamics on the data is both
an advantage and a potential limitation of the focus group method; therefore it is
important that the group dynamic is controlled by the moderator (Lunt and
Livingstone, 1996; Morgan, 1996). To ensure that the data from this research was
not adversely effected by the actions of an unskilled or inexperienced moderator
(Stewart and Shamdasani 1998), both moderators received focus group training from
a leading market research company prior to the commencement of the groups. This
training was able to assist them in the development of skills and confidence to
manage the focus groups in an effective manner.

69

3.3

Design and Implementation of the Focus Groups

The following section outlines the research design of the focus groups, and provides
details on how the focus groups were implemented. To minimise confusion when
detailing the implementation of the focus groups, each series is discussed separately.
3.3.1

Research Design

Two series of focus groups were conducted during Phase One. The first series
explored participants’ attitudes towards advertising images and messages in general
terms. The second series had participants watch, rate and discuss a commercial and
social marketing advertisement for the product categories specific to this research.
Following Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2007) ‘Exploratory Design: Taxonomy
Development Model’, this research took advantage of the focus group method to
explore identify relevant variables in order to develop a taxonomy of ethical issues
for advertising, as well as collecting quality data to be used in the development of
items for the quantitative study conducted in Phase Two. The ability for focus group
findings to be utilised in subsequent quantitative research has been noted in the
literature as a major advantage of the method (Barbour 2005; Kitzinger, 2005;
Lobdell et al., 2005).

It is important to note that when designing this research, all questions to participants
were framed in neutral language to ensure participants were not prompted with
specific ethical concepts internal to a particular normative ethical theory. As this
research was seeking to uncover what advertising images and messages are
considered ethically problematic by the public, it was important to allow an authentic
representation of actual attitudes and beliefs to emerge from the data. Therefore, it
was methodologically important not to bias participant responses by asking questions
that direct their attention to issues aligned with one ethical theory or another.
3.3.2

Series One Focus Groups
3.3.2.1 Purpose of Series One

The purpose of the first series of focus groups was to begin the exploration into
participants’ attitudes towards advertising images and messages, and examine
whether these attitudes differed depending on the commercial or social marketing
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context of an advertisement.

The collection of quality data also provided the

opportunity to explore whether the five theoretical dimensions of community
standards appeared within the discussions, and if so, where and in what context.
3.3.2.2 Topics discussed in Series One
To achieve the purpose of the first series of focus groups, a discussion guide was
developed to assist the moderators in directing the progress of the group. The
discussion guide used in Series One was a thorough, exploratory instrument that
included questions relevant to advertising in general, as well as those specific to
alcohol, motor vehicle, and food and beverage advertising for both commercial and
social marketing (see Appendix 12).

Although there was a set format to the

discussion guide to ensure all research areas were covered within the time frame of
the focus group, there was also the scope to allow follow up questions if required.
This scope is noted in the literature as a benefit of formatting the discussion guide in
that manner (Lee, 2005). As the research topic was advertising, discussion guide
questions were written and asked in an informal manner to reflect the more natural
way participants would discuss this issue on an everyday basis. This helped the
participants feel comfortable and assisted them to discuss the topics in an open and
frank manner.
3.3.2.3 Conduct of focus groups
The first series of focus groups were designed to allow participants to engage in a
general discussion about advertising followed by an in depth discussion on the six
product categories highlighted in this research, that is, commercial and social
marketing advertisements for alcohol, motor vehicles and food and beverages. Each
session began with the moderator introducing themselves and providing an
explanation of the research project. This was followed by an outline of what was
expected from participants by stating the general ground rules, which included a
reminder that they were free to leave at any time if they felt uncomfortable or no
longer wished to participate.

All participants were provided with another

information sheet identical to the one received in the information pack posted out,
and a consent form to read and sign before the discussions took place. Participants
were also re-informed that the focus group was to be both audio and video taped for
transcription purposes.
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As directed by the discussion guide, participants were asked to write in the answer
book provided the first three top of mind advertisements related to any product or
service 10.

Each participant was given the opportunity to tell the group what

advertisements they chose and why. Participants were also encouraged by the
moderator to further discuss their thoughts and feelings about that advertisement.
This process was then repeated for the six product categories focussed on in this
study. The notes written by participants were kept and analysed to assess whether
any products or services had higher rates of recall than others.

An informal debrief was conducted after each focus group. Participants were
encouraged to stay and talk to each other and the moderator after each session.
Those who chose to leave immediately were reminded that if they had any concerns
they could contact the researcher.
3.3.3

Series Two Focus Groups
3.3.3.1 Purpose of Series Two

The purpose of the second series of focus groups was to build upon the results of the
first series by quantifying attitudes towards advertisements through the
administration of a questionnaire (Appendix 13), while still allowing participants an
opportunity to discuss their opinions.
3.3.3.2 Items included in Series Two
During the second series of focus groups, participants utilised the questionnaire as a
guide to stimulate their thoughts and comments. It is not uncommon for focus
groups to be combined with questionnaires (Kitzinger, 2005) and the 13 items within
the questionnaire administered included the extent to which participants believed the
advertisements were socially (un)acceptable, personally (un)offensive, whether they
believed the advertisement successfully marketed the product, as well as questions
based on the AANA Code of Ethics addressing issues such as (but not limited to)
discrimination, sexuality and language.

10

Although as previously stated, neutral

It is important to note that participants were informed that the focus groups were to discuss attitudes
towards advertising and were not aware of the six products that were the focus for this thesis.
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wording was used when designing the questions used within the focus groups, there
was a sound methodological reason why some terminology used within the Code was
included in the questionnaire. Preliminary results from the first series of focus
groups found participants rarely used the term ‘discrimination’ when discussing their
attitudes towards the manner in which advertisements portray particular sections of
the community. ‘Discrimination’ is, however, a term frequently used in the Code.
Due to this, the term was included to explore whether its presence would influence
the way participants discussed the portrayal of people in advertisements compared to
the first series of focus groups.

Six advertisements were shown as stimuli during the second series of focus groups.
The advertisements were presented in arbitrary order, and Table 3.3 provides a brief
overview of each (full case reports for each can be found in Appendices 14 – 18).
There were two primary considerations for the inclusion of the advertisements. The
first was each advertisement was discussed during the first series of focus groups as
problematic and the second was the ASB had received a complaint from the
community. There was however one exception. Whilst no formal complaint about
the social marketing advertisement for alcohol used in this study had been lodged
with the ASB, it was decided that the high volume of discussion regarding this
advertisement during the first series (compared to other social marketing
advertisements for alcohol) justified its inclusion as a stimulus.
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Table 3.3: Overview of stimuli for Series Two
Advertisement 1:
Product Category:
Coke Zero
Food and Beverage (Commercial)
Brief Description:
Young man sitting on a bus drinking Coke Zero proceeds to ask the other passengers
questions. He then leans out of the bus and grabs a witches hat from the road. He
then stands on the roof of the bus before the bus comes to a halt. He flies off the roof
of the bus into the ocean. He stands up and tells the large crowd of onlookers that he
is fine.
Advertisement 2:
Product Category:
Ford Falcon Mk 11 XR8 Ute
Motor Vehicles (Commercial)
Brief Description:
Two men are driving their ute through a country town. As they drive along, all the
attractive women in the town stop what they are doing and follow the ute. The
passenger asks the driver if they should stop and give them a ride. The tag line states
the new Ford Falcon XR8 has ‘pulling power’.
Advertisement 3:
Product Category:
Drinking Kills Driving Skills
Alcohol (Social Marketing)
Brief Description:
A group of adult men are having beers at the pub whilst playing pool. The tops of
their heads are animated to show how a brain transmits and receive messages. The
voiceover is telling the audience how this neuron process is affected by alcohol. One
of the men leaves and drives home and crashes into a tree. You see the upper torso
of the man out of the window and the last electrical impulse in his brain fizzes out.
Advertisement 4:
Product Category:
Carlton Mid Strength Funeral
Alcohol (Commercial)
Brief Description:
Six men are the pall bearers at a funeral. They walk down the aisle to the back of the
church and are then seen running out of the doors and around the corner. The final
scene shows the pall bearers sitting around the coffin drinking Carlton Draught with
the tag line, “Stay just a little bit longer”.
Advertisement 5:
Product Category:
Evolution
Food and Beverage (Social Marketing)
Brief Description:
This advertisement shows actor Sam Neil discussing the benefits of eating red meat
and how human beings have evolved because of our ancestors who came down from
the trees and started eating red meat.
Advertisement 6:
Product Category:
Heaven and Hell
Motor Vehicles (Social Marketing)
Brief Description:
A young man is driving along a country road. The vision suggests he is speeding as
there is a focus on him shifting up the gears and the tachometer is rising. He
attempts to overtake a vehicle and has a collision with an oncoming car. The
advertisement finishes with him out of his car and looking at the destruction caused
by his accident.
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3.3.3.3 Response formats used in Series Two
After viewing each advertisement, participants were asked to answer 13 questions
using a five point Likert scale. Responses ranged from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5
(Strongly Agree). An example of how the items appeared in the questionnaire can be
seen in Figure 3.1.
Table 3.4: Example of response format used in Series Two
Statements

1

2

3

4

5

Strongly

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly

Disagree

Agree

I believe this advertisement
successfully markets the product

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

I believe this advertisement is socially
acceptable
I believe this advertisement is
personally offensive

3.3.3.4 Conduct of focus groups
The second series of the focus groups began in a similar manner to the first.
Participants were reminded of the research purpose and the ground rules were
reiterated. For any participants who were attending for the first time, the same
protocols as the first series were administered including the provision of information
sheets and the signing of a consent form before participating in the discussions.

Participants were informed that for this series of focus groups they were going to be
shown six television advertisements and then asked to complete a questionnaire
following each. As each focus group was scheduled to last an estimated 60 minutes,
each advertisement was allocated approximately 10 minutes, this included time for
the questionnaire to be completed and for participants to discuss their opinions of
that particular advertisement. On completion of the focus group (as with the first
series), informal debriefing of participants occurred.

There was however, one case where a more formal style of debriefing was required.
Following Focus Group 10 (Female, 61 + years), two participants remained with the
moderator for approximately 25 minutes to discuss the distress they felt after viewing
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Advertisement 4 (Carlton Mid Strength).

The participants were upset as they

believed that the advertisement was mocking what should have been a serious
situation, particularly as one of the participants had recently lost her husband of
many years. As stated in the literature, in this circumstance the moderator had an
ethical obligation to debrief the participants and offer any help or assistance that may
be necessary (Kitzinger, 2005). This did occur, however the participants did not need
any additional assistance other than an opportunity to talk.
3.4

Data Analysis

The audio recordings of the focus group proceedings were used to transcribe the
qualitative data. The visual recordings of the focus groups were used to assist with
the transcription process when transcribing from the audiotape became too difficult
due to variables such as background noise or participants talking over one another.

The transcripts were then entered into NVivo and a thematic analysis was undertaken
to identify and isolate the primary themes that were consistently present across the
focus group sessions (Barbour 2005; Lobdell et al., 2005; Warr, 2005). By utilising
a thematic analysis it was possible to focus on categories, or codes, that originated
from the data, rather than a pre determined theory, providing a systematic analysis of
the data (Fossey et al., 2002). This technique also allowed the identification of any
negative cases that appeared within the data that challenged or contradicted any
emerging phenomena, which assisted in the refinement of the analysis (Pope,
Ziebland and Mays, 2000). Once the main themes from the data were identified, the
coding of sub themes was completed by hand. Manual coding was chosen as it
allows the themes to emerge within a perspective that is clearer to the researcher, as
there is also the possibility that results produced by a computer-based analysis that
relies on counting are not relevant to understanding the context of the theme
(Krippendorff, 2004).

Once the systematic analysis was complete, it was then

possible to examine the relationship between the themes and the subthemes to assist
in the development of the taxonomy (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007).

The quantitative data received from Series One was entered into a spreadsheet and
tallied by both age and gender.

The quantitative data from the questionnaire

administered during Series Two was entered into a Statistical Package for the Social
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Sciences (SPSS) database.

Basic statistical analysis was carried out, including

percentage and frequency data. Other statistical tests were also run on the data,
including chi-square tests to examine whether questionnaire responses were
independent of age, and the Z-test for two proportions to determine whether there
were significant differences between males and females.
3.5

Quality of Data

When analysing qualitative data, there are a number of quality assurance issues that
should be addressed and these are criticality, authenticity and response validation.
Criticality refers to the critical appraisal of the research findings by the researcher
(Fade, 2003). This can be achieved by discussing the impact negative cases have on
the data, and acknowledging the limitations of the study and the impact these
limitations have on data collection, analysis and results (Fade, 2003). The impact of
any negative cases found within the data will be discussed in Chapter 4, while
limitations of this phase will be addressed in Section 3.7.

Authenticity can be described as the degree to which the research accurately reflects
the actual experiences of the participants and can be demonstrated by the use of
significant blocks of the original data when reporting the results (Fade, 2003). This
definition of authenticity adds weight to the decision not to frame research questions
using language that may bias responses towards a pre determined ethical position. To
ensure the issue of authenticity was still addressed in Phase One, significant
segments of raw narrative from the original data have been quoted in the results
chapter (Chapter 4).

Some authors suggest that respondent validation or member checking allows
participants to review the data to check accuracy and discuss whether they believe
their contributions and experiences appear within the text (Fade, 2003). However,
the use of member checking can have practical problems (Barbour, 2005) and, was
not used in this research.

This was an exploratory study designed to gather

information from the public regarding their views on the ethicality of advertisements.
The participants’ details were not collected by the researcher for confidentiality
reasons, so it was not possible to contact participants to ask them to review the data.
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3.6

Ethical Issues Specific to Phase One

The ethical issues arising in this study were: informed consent, confidentiality of
participants, the secure storage of data, and also the possible impact on participants
associated with viewing and discussing potentially offensive advertisements.

During the recruitment process, all potential participants were informed that they
were under no obligation to participate in the research and if they did choose to
participate, they were free to withdraw at any time. Participants who agreed to
participate were given an information sheet and a consent form prior to the focus
group sessions to ensure that they were aware of their rights and informed consent
was obtained.

All data collected during the course of the research was processed in a way that
protected the participants’ identity. Therefore no names or identifying features of the
participants have been used when reporting the results of this study. In addition, all
data has been securely stored and coding has been used during data collection to deidentify participants. However, it is important to note that discussions held within
focus groups cannot be guaranteed to be confidential as there is the possibility that
members of the group will discuss the content of the conversation outside the
research setting (Gibbs, 1997).

The final ethical consideration specific to this research was the viewing and
discussion of advertisements which may be deemed offensive by some participants.
This was addressed in four ways. Firstly, participants were informed at the time of
their recruitment and prior to the commencement of each focus group that they were
free to withdraw from the research at any time.

Secondly, all advertisements

discussed within the groups and those subsequently shown in the second stage of the
focus groups were identified by participants themselves. Thirdly, the advertisements
discussed and shown were those that have appeared on free to air television and were
available for viewing by all community members. Finally, debriefing after each
focus group was available to enable participants to discuss any concerns they may
have experienced during the session.
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3.7

Constraints and Limitations

Four limitations were identified in Phase One of this research. The first limitation
was the use of age and gender demographics as the only basis for segmentation. This
restriction was necessary due to the scale of the research and also budget restrictions.
However as previously mentioned, this was an exploratory study to uncover
community attitudes towards the images and messages used in advertising, therefore
it was considered appropriate for participants to be segmented by age and gender
only. The inclusion of other demographic variables such as religion and education
has been addressed in the community-based survey in the second phase of the
research.

The second limitation was the restriction of the research population to the Illawarra
region which may limit the overall representativeness of the sample. However, the
population in the Illawarra is similar to the national population (see Section 3.2.2)
and this suggests that the use of this region was not a significant limitation. In
addition, this research was exploratory and localising the research provided an
opportunity for the methods to be tested and refined if necessary before the study
was to move forward to the next stage.

The third limitation of this Phase was the potential for data to be influenced by focus
group dynamics, for example, not all participants contributing equally. This was
addressed in two ways.

The first was through the training received by both

moderators on how to effectively run focus groups, ensuring all focus group
members actively participated.

The second was the inclusion of a quantitative

component where participants were asked to either write down advertisements they
were thinking of (Series One) or to complete a questionnaire rating an advertisement
they had just viewed (Series Two).

Whilst this technique was administered to

address the concern of equal participation from all members, it did inadvertently lead
to the fourth limitation – the exclusion of two participants from the quantitative
component of the research.

When designing the questionnaire distributed in the second series of focus groups,
the issue of literacy of the participants was not considered. This oversight was made
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evident when two members of Group 1 (Male, 18-30 years) struggled with the
completion of the questionnaire. One participant was unable to read and therefore
could not complete the questionnaire and a second individual was only able to
complete it with assistance from the moderator. The two individuals did involve
themselves during all discussion phases of the focus groups; however, their literacy
skills did impact on the collection of quantitative data. There was also the possibility
that their inability to complete the questionnaire in front of others may have affected
the way they interacted with the group. Kitzinger (2005) stated that the
appropriateness of certain types of group work needs to be considered so that all
members of the study population can participate fully. Although there was only a
reduction of survey respondents by one (see Table 3.2), this situation did highlight
that literacy levels of participants was an issue neglected in the design phase of the
research.
3.8

Conclusion

The first stage in this research project was designed to develop a framework of
ethical issues in advertising, as perceived by members of the Australian community.
To achieve this, qualitative research was undertaken following the ‘Exploratory
Design: Taxonomy Development Model’ (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007). A total
of 20 focus groups were held to examine the range of issues which members of the
community see as ethically problematic in advertising. There were 10 cohorts, each
attending two focus groups. During the first series of focus groups, participants
discussed advertising on a general basis before concentrating on commercial and
social marketing advertisements for the products which are the focus of this study
(alcohol, motor vehicles and food and beverages). During the second series of focus
groups, participants were asked to watch and rate six advertisements, one of each
from the six product categories being researched.

The qualitative data was

thematically analysed and basic statistical tests were run on the quantitative data
collected during Series Two. A number of quality assurance issues were addressed
during the process of data analysis including criticality, authenticity and response
validation. There were a small number of ethical issues and limitations associated
with this research, and these were appropriately managed to ensure that these focus
groups were able to achieve the overall research objectives, which were to develop a
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taxonomy of ethical issues in regard to advertising and explore the deeper theoretical
dimensions of community standards for advertising.

The following chapter provides the results of the focus groups conducted during
Phase One of this research.
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4 PHASE ONE – DEVELOPING A TAXONOMY OF ETHICAL ISSUES –
RESULTS
This chapter presents the results of the first phase of this research, a focus group
study, that aimed to develop a taxonomy of ethical issues in regards to advertising.
The results of each series of focus groups are presented separately, highlighting the
main areas of concern reported by participants with regard to advertising, ands
presenting the explanations behind their opinions. This chapter concludes with a
summary of the results of Phase One and presents the issues the community believed
were most important in regards to the images and messages in Australian advertising.
4.1

Series One: Inclusion Criteria for Reporting Data

As discussed in the previous chapter, the primary objective of the first series of focus
groups was to develop a taxonomy of ethical issues by exploring community
attitudes towards (un)acceptable images and messages used in advertising.

To

achieve this, data was collected on community attitudes towards advertising in
general 11, as well as towards commercial and social marketing advertising for
alcohol, motor vehicles, and food and beverages.

From Series One, a total of 11 hours of conversation was recorded and transcribed.
The transcripts were thematically analysed to explore themes and begin the
development of the taxonomy of ethical issues. As noted in the previous methods
chapter, no pre-determined models or frameworks were used when collecting or
analysing the data. The decision to include issues in the taxonomy was based on the
total number of conversations that took place about each issue within each cohort,
rather than the individual number of times the issue was mentioned. The order of
issues reported within the taxonomy takes into consideration the number of times
each issue was discussed, the duration and intensity of the discussions, and the
number of cohorts in which the issue was raised.

When reporting on these results, the first three key issues of the taxonomy are
presented in detail as they received substantially more mentions than the other issues
11

In order to minimise bias in the results, participants were not informed beforehand that the focus of
the research was alcohol, motor vehicle and food and beverage advertising, and thus were free to
spontaneously list advertisements from any product category.
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and were discussed in all but one of the cohorts. The quotes selected are chosen to
represent the general tenor of responses, however to demonstrate the consistency of
responses, a range of quotes from differing ages and genders are included where
appropriate. The other items included in the taxonomy are not discussed in this
chapter, but were utilised to inform the next component of the research, the
community-based survey. At the end of each focus group, participants were asked
what issues (if any) they think would warrant making a complaint about advertising.
The responses to this question are also reported.
4.2

Series One: Results

The following section provides the results for the first series of focus groups, and
includes participants’ opinions towards advertising in general and the presentation,
and analysis, of the taxonomy of ethical issues.
4.2.1

Advertising in general

Of the 167 advertisements identified by participants, 96 (57%) were for the three
product categories specific to the study, of which 47 were for alcohol, 26 motor
vehicles and 23 food and beverages. It appears that there may have been something
about the advertising appeals used for those commercial products that made them
come spontaneously to mind more readily than advertising for other product
categories. In contrast to this, of the 167 advertisements, only three (1.8%) social
marketing

advertisements

were

noted

by

participants:

an

anti

speeding

advertisement, an anti smoking advertisement and an advertisement promoting the
benefits of drinking milk.
4.2.2

Taxonomy of ethical issues in regards to advertising

Based on data collected from the first series of focus groups, a total of nine ethical
issues emerged (see Table 4.1).

The first three issues in the taxonomy – the way

women are portrayed in advertising, the effect of advertising on children, and the use
of fear based social marketing (SM) advertising – appeared more consistently than
any other issue.

83

Table 4.1: Number of conversations about key ethical issues in regards to advertising
Issue
Portrayal of
women
Effect on
children
Use of fear based
SM campaigns
Celebrity
endorsement
Language
Misleading
advertising
Advertising
regulations
Influence of
advertising
Illegal driving

FG1

FG2

FG3

FG4

FG5

FG6

FG7

FG8

FG9

FG10

Total

2

6

3

3

5

7

7

6

4

6

49

1

5

3

1

6

0

3

2

2

6

29

4

4

2

2

3

5

2

2

3

3

30

1

1

0

2

1

0

1

3

1

1

11

0

0

1

0

1

0

3

2

0

1

8

2

0

0

0

1

2

0

1

2

0

8

2

1

0

0

2

1

0

0

1

0

7

1

0

1

1

0

0

0

0

1

2

6

0

0

1

0

0

1

0

1

1

1

5

The six other issues listed in the taxonomy – celebrity endorsement, language,
misleading advertising, advertising rules and regulations, the influence advertising
has on others, and the depiction of illegal driving – were also discussed by
participants, but not with the same intensity as the first three. It is interesting to note
that of these six issues, only language and illegal driving are addressed by Section 2
of the current Code of Ethics.

Table 4.2 lists four issues (humour in advertising, brand recognition, advertising
appeals that would warrant a complaint, and product information) that were
discussed in the focus groups, as well as the number of mentions each issue received
per group. Although they are issues that could not be included in the taxonomy, they
were raised regularly by focus group participants and are noted as they were points
of interest to community members in relation to advertising content.
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Table 4.2: Number of conversations about non ethical issues in regards to advertising
Issue

FG1

FG2

FG3

FG4

FG5

FG6

FG7

FG8

FG9

FG10

Total

Humour

5

5

5

1

3

6

4

4

3

2

38

Brand Recognition

1

0

0

1

5

2

1

0

1

0

11

Complaints/ASB

0

1

0

0

2

1

0

3

1

0

8

Information

0

3

1

0

1

0

0

0

1

1

6

4.2.2.1 The portrayal of women
The portrayal of women was an issue that evoked a strong response from many
participants. It was discussed in all 10 focus groups, often repeatedly and at length.
There were four major sub themes that emerged during the discussions regarding the
portrayal of women in advertising: stereotypes, intelligence, sexualisation and
clothing.
4.2.2.1.1

Stereotypes

The stereotypical portrayal of women in advertising was an issue that was of concern
for many female participants. The following quotes are taken from discussions
regarding two separate alcohol advertisements.

The first was an advertisement

where the focus was a woman with very large breasts. The second showed a woman
who participants believed reacted in a stereotypical way, having been inadvertently
hit in the face with a fish by a man.

“Do you dislike the fact that women are used that way?”

“Yes. It’s sleazy.”
“It’s not very imaginative. It’s really stereotypical”
Females 41-60 years
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“What is it about that ad?”

“The way she carries on.”
“I mean I’m a girl and to be pigeon holed, stereotyped”
“To have guys laughing at that makes me think get that ad off the television”
Females 18-30 years

Image 4.1: Hahn Light Ice advertisement

4.2.2.1.2

Intelligence

Female participants felt that women are often portrayed as foolish and stupid in
advertising, particularly for motor vehicles, and they found this type of
representation of women both unfair and unacceptable. There was a concern that
women are not taken seriously by marketers in this area, and even marketing
campaigns for cars with women as the target market are executed in a way that
makes women look foolish.
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“That’s the thing that really gets me, its like they suddenly realize that
females drive cars and they do buy them, so they are trying to do this
appeal to the feminine audience, with this Kim Catrall series, but also
with Ford Focus where the girl leaves her stupid little dog on the roof.
They are basically telling us that we are stupid and idiotic and that we
don’t need to know anything about the car or how much it costs, we just
need to know that we will look good in it.”
Female 18-30 years
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Some of the other ads I don’t like are the ones that make women look
like fools. Like the woman with the little dog in the basket and she
leaves it behind. I think that kind of ad is demeaning.”
“And she’s blonde.”
“You don’t see ads about men being stupid. It’s usually blonde women.
I find it a bit degrading and I’m not a feminist by any means.”
Females 61+ years

Image 4.2: Ford Focus advertisement :Ford Focus advertisement

4.2.2.1.3

Sexualisation

This sub theme emerged as a response to one motor vehicle advertisement in
particular. The advertisement depicts celebrity Kim Catrall (from the television
show ‘Sex in the City’) talking on her mobile phone to a friend with her language
heavy with sexual innuendo and double entendre. It is not until the end of the
advertisement that it becomes clear she is talking about her experience driving the
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car, and not with a man. The sexual nature of the advertisement in relation to both
the language and the behaviour was found to be inappropriate by many participants
from a range of age groups.

“I wrote down the ad where the lady gets out of the car and she
insinuates that it’s the best ride she’s ever had, but she’s saying it with
sexual undertones.”
Female 60+ years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“One car ad that I absolutely despise is where the girl is driving the
new car and it’s like she’s having an orgasm. It’s absolutely offensive –
to suggest that she’s having an orgasm by going over a bump. It is so
stupid, suggesting she’s being seduced by the vehicle.”
Female 41-60 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“So, you didn’t find the whole.....having sex with every guy on the
block.....you didn’t find that offensive?”
Female 18-30 years

Image 4.3: Nissan Tiida advertisement

4.2.2.1.4

Clothing

The discussions regarding clothing centred on the images of attractive girls wearing
minimal clothing to sell the advertised product. These concerns were primarily
raised by female participants.

These quotes show that participants were not

necessarily offended by the amount of clothing a female wears in an advertisement,
but rather questioned the reason why she is dressed that way.
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“A few months ago there was a lot of publicity about the ad promoting
Australia and the girl in the bikini who said “where the bloody hell are
you?” I think the fuss was about using “bloody hell”. I didn’t like the ad
because I didn’t think you had to promote a country by using “bloody
hell” but also because she was wearing a flimsy bikini, I thought we were
a bit past it. It seemed a bit old-fashioned and a bit like the calendar in
the mechanic’s workshop. That’s what it looked like to me.”
Female 41-60 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“The models are always running around with barely anything on.”
Female 18-30 years

Image 4.4: “Where the bloody hell are you?” campaign

4.2.2.1.5

Negative Cases

There were a number of negative cases that appeared throughout this series of focus
group discussions regarding the portrayal of women in advertising.

The first

example was that advertising also makes men look foolish. Interestingly, this was
discussed by females from the youngest and the oldest cohorts.
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“Do you think women are portrayed in a certain way in commercials?”
“I think they’re portrayed as more sensible. The guys are the dumb
ones.”
“You don’t see ads with girls running off doing stupid things.”
Females 18-30 years
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think they make blokes look stupid too.”
Female 61+ years

The other example of a negative case related to the portrayal of women in advertising
was from a male participant who contradicted the overall feel that the focus groups
had in relation to this topic.

“And in Venice, he's fishing and he hits her in the face with a fish.”
“Do you think that those ads are offensive, either for you or maybe
females who see them?”
“Well I don't care…I mean it’s a typical Australian male attitude
towards women in general”
Males 31-45 years
4.2.2.2

Effect on children

The effect advertising can have on children was raised in all but one of the cohorts.
Due to the complexity of the discussions around children and advertising, this issue
will also be noted within other themes in these results (for example how children
could be affected by social marketing advertising).

The three sub themes that

emerged from the data were: inappropriate images and messages children may be
subjected to from advertising, the timing of when television advertisements are
broadcast and the influence advertising can have on children’s behaviour.
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4.2.2.2.1

Exposure to inappropriate images and messages

The range of issues that respondents considered inappropriate for children to be
exposed to in the context of advertising was quite broad, including graphic
advertising that uses images that exploit women and advertising for contraceptives.
Although the advertisements or products mentioned were recognised as a real part of
life, there was still the overall impression that the nature of the issues were not
appropriate for children to see.

“It’s exploiting women.”
“Do you find it personally offensive?”
“I do a bit, yes. In reality you’ve only got to go to the pub to see halfnaked women so in reality it’s not brazen, but on TV where kids can see
it, it is.”
Females 46-60 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“The ads for condoms – what if your child is in the lounge room and
they’re talking about condoms?”
Male 18-30 years
4.2.2.2.2

Timing

When discussing the acceptability of advertising content, the issue of timing and
children’s viewing was raised by many participants and had a strong influence on
how they viewed issues such as language or sexual themes in advertising.
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“It depends what time the ad is on. It can’t be on during the afternoon
cartoons, but at night it’s okay.”
Male 18-30 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It all depends on what time it’s shown on TV. Do young children need
to be hearing it?”
Female 61+ years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I don’t think it’s any different from the Nissan Tiida ad with Kim
Cattrall, which uses blatantly sexual overtones.”
“Do you think that sort of ad is appropriate for young children to see?”
“It depends on the time they’re showing the ads. They wouldn’t show it
on a Saturday morning during Saturday Disney.”
Female 31-45 years
4.2.2.2.3

Influence of advertisements

The influence advertisements had on children was seen from a variety of
perspectives including the ability to influence desires and behaviour. The overall
perception was that advertising can have a negative influence on children and there
was a shared view that this was a serious problem.
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“My son wants the toys, not necessarily the food, but just the toy.
McDonald’s always have them.”
Female 31-45 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“How does everyone feel about the use of the word ‘bloody’ in commercials?”
“Children will think they can say it because it’s said on TV.”
Female 61+ years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I’ve noticed particularly, kids will take notice of the ads and as soon as the
ads have finished, they don’t look at the TV anymore until the ads come back
on again. It’s like brainwashing.”
Male 61+ years
4.2.2.3 Use of fear-based social marketing campaigns
This issue was raised by participants in each of the 10 cohorts. There were three
major themes that emerged from the data relating to the use of fear-based social
marking campaigns: how social marketing advertising is able to demonstrate the
consequences of actions and behaviours, the use of shock tactics to achieve this aim,
and the wider impact of social marketing advertisements on the community.
Although the majority of the discussions were centred on road safety advertising,
other examples of social marketing for alcohol and healthy foods/eating were also
discussed.
4.2.2.3.1

Consequences

There was a strong opinion among many participants that social marketing
advertisements, particularly road safety advertisements, were a valuable tool in
demonstrating to the public the consequences of poor driving behaviour. The
following quotes highlight how the depiction of reality in an advertisement had a
major impact on the way images and appeals were accepted, and that the visual
impact of these campaigns was seen as an important element to achieve the
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appropriate outcome. This was relevant for campaigns relating to seatbelts, drink
driving, speeding and a range of other social marketing messages.

“Yes, I find if I see an end result I think its more real, like not that that's
happened in real life but you would think, ‘oh man, that does really
hurt’ or… ‘people should wear seat belts’.

Whereas if you hear

someone say 'not wearing a seatbelt will hurt’, you say ‘yeah, sure it
will’. I already know that, but seeing the dad injured makes it seem
more real.”
Female 18-30 years
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“There’s the ad with a couple of people talking about what happened
after they got arrested. They lost their licence. That would be my
reason for not drink driving because I’d lose my job straight away.”

“I think it gets the point across very quickly. If people want to speed
that’s what is going to happen to them.”
Males 18-30 years

Image 4.5: RTA Anti-speeding campaign

4.2.2.3.2

Graphic images and shock tactics

Many social marketing campaigns, particularly those for road safety, make use of
graphic images and shock tactics in their appeals. This point was discussed at length
in eight cohorts with the majority of participants agreeing that the tactic is
acceptable. The quotes suggest that participants viewed the use of shock tactics and
graphic images as appropriate to deliver the required message. This is highlighted in
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the first quote in particular with the participant stating that the perceived social value
of these appeals enabled her to overcome her initial shock in viewing these appeals.

“I don’t object to it at all. I find it extremely confronting in the first
place and I’ve found myself quite shocked, but I overcame that because
I realised the value of the message.”

“How do you feel about those types of images being placed on TV? Do
you think it’s okay to be showing those types of graphic images?”

“As a parent of two young drivers, yes. The shock value is good.”
Females 46-60 years
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think you'd be hard pressed to find someone who'd say ‘oh, no you
shouldn’t have that sort of advertising’”
Male 31-46 years

Image 4.6: QLD Road safety campaign

4.2.2.3.3

Impact of social marketing advertisements

The impact social marketing advertisements may have on those with a personal
experience of road related trauma, and on children, was raised as a concern by many
participants. Despite this, participants were still able to acknowledge the potential
positive impact these advertisements may have on society on a whole.
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“It’s a bit harsh on the victims. You’re trying to rehabilitate from an
accident and you get it thrown in your face on TV. It’s one of the
unfortunate complications.”
Male 18-30 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I would not want my child watching that. How would you explain to a 5
year old the complexity of the situation, you can not.”
Female 18-30 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I do think that it would cause distress to children and I would hope
that it wouldn’t be shown earlier in the evening when there are children
around.”
Female 46-60 years
4.2.2.3.4

Negative cases

Although there was an overall positive perception of the use of graphic images and
shock tactics, some participants (mainly females) believed that these types of appeals
contained images that were too graphic or realistic and that they were not needed.

“The ad with the guy who’s driving along and suddenly crashes – what
don’t you like about that ad?”
“It’s too graphic for me.”
Female 18-30 years
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“That’s too much realism.”
Female 61+ years
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I don’t think you need gruesome details.”
Female 31-45 years
96

4.2.2.4 Issues that would attract a complaint
When asked what issues they thought would warrant a complaint in relation to the
content of advertising, a total of 12 issues were mentioned (see Table 4.3). It can be
seen that a range of issues were mentioned, some of which are included in the current
Code of Ethics (such as language and driving fast cars) and others that are not (such
as the volume of advertisements and moral standards).
Table 4.3: Issues in advertising participants raised as potential for complaint
Issue

Focus Groups That Raised Issue

Influence children’s behaviour

Female 46-60 years, Male 46-60 years, Female 61+ years

Language

Male 18-30 years, Female 46-60 years, Female 61+ years

Volume of advertisements

Female 18-30 years, Female 46-60 years

Portrayal of women

Female 46-60 years, Male 46-60 years

Sexism

Female 18-30 years, Female 61+ years

Moral standards

Male 46-60 years

Exploitation of children

Female 46-60 years

Bad taste

Female 61+ years

Driving fast cars

Female 61+ years

Portrayal of older people

Female 61+ years

Nudity

Female 46-60 years

False and misleading advertising

Male 46-60 years

4.3

Summary – Series One Focus Groups

When discussing advertising in general, participants were asked to write down the
first three advertisements they could think of.

The results demonstrated that

commercial advertisements for motor vehicles, alcohol and food and beverages were
more likely to be top of mind for participants than other product categories,
accounting for more than half of all advertisements recalled.

A thematic analysis of the data found nine key themes to begin the development of
the taxonomy of ethical for advertising. Of these, the three most common themes –
portrayal of women in advertising, the effect of advertising on children and the use of
fear based campaigns in social marketing advertising – were discussed throughout
this chapter. Alongside the three themes discussed, six others emerged from the data
(celebrity endorsement, language, misleading advertising, advertising rules and
regulations, the effect advertising has on others, and illegal driving) that were not
examined in detail as they did not meet the inclusion criteria necessary for an in97

depth exploration. There were four additional themes found in the focus group data
(humour in advertising, brand recognition, advertising complaints and information
about the product) that could not be addressed within the taxonomy of ethical
concerns.

The main issues raised in relation to how the portrayal of women in advertising were:
the stereotyping of women, the representation of women as unintelligent or foolish,
the sexualisation of women, and the placement of actors/models in minimal clothing
that was unrelated to the product being advertised. This was seen as a concern for
most participants, particularly the female members. The effect of advertising on
children also raised many concerns, including the use of inappropriate images and
messages in advertising, the timing of advertisements containing particular images or
messages believed to be unacceptable for children to see, and the potential for
advertising to have a strong influence on children. The use of fear based social
marketing campaigns was also discussed, with participants highlighting the need to
demonstrate consequences of risky behaviour, the use of shocking images, and the
impact these campaigns may have on children as well as victims of road trauma and
their families. When asked what issues participants believed would warrant a
complaint in relation to advertising content, 11 issues were mentioned, many of
which are not addressed by the AANA Code of Ethics.
4.4

Series Two: Inclusion Criteria for Reporting Data

This section discusses the qualitative and quantitative results from the second series
of focus groups. Participants were asked to view and then rate six different
advertisements by completing a 13 item, 5 point Likert scale questionnaire for each.
Following this, they were asked to discuss their opinions on each of the
advertisements they had viewed. Methods of data analysis were discussed in Chapter
3, however it needs to be reiterated that the data analysis was limited to descriptive
statistics, as the sample size (n=80) was too small for more complex statistical
analysis. This section presents this descriptive data, including comparing male and
female responses, along with aspects of the discussions that substantiate and expand
on the quantitative data.
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As with the results from the first series of focus groups, both positive and negative
views are presented to ensure that there is a level of critical appraisal in the results.
Not all questions will be reported on for each advertisement in this chapter. The first
three items addressing marketing success, perceptions of community standards and
personal levels of offence will be examined for all six advertisements. The inclusion
of the other questions is based on their relevance to the stimuli and/or their similarity
to issues raised by the community as evident in the corresponding ASB case
determinations.

Most participants used the questionnaire as a guide to direct their discussion of their
feelings and thoughts about the advertisements. Although this provided a useful tool
for the participants to think about different aspects of the advertisements, it did result
in some focus group members combining a number of separate elements of the
survey when presenting their view rather than discussing each one individually. This
will be demonstrated in some of the quotes included in this chapter. The quotes
included in the results for this series of focus groups have been chosen following the
same criterion as the first series, that is, they best represented the issue discussed and,
where appropriate, represent different ages and genders.
4.4.1

Advertisement 1: Coke Zero

Of the five advertisements included in this study that were adjudicated by the ASB,
this was the only one for which the complaint was upheld, (against Section 2.6:
Health and Safety in February 2006). Table 4.4 presents the percentage of males and
females who agreed with the four relevant statements
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Table 4.4: Percentage of participants who agreed with the statements for
Advertisement 1
% Agree

I believe this advertisement

% Neutral

% Disagree

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

31.5

40.0

34.3

27.5

34.2

32.5

37.2

42.5

25.7

20.0

37.1

37.5

14.7

7.5

26.5

27.5

58.8

65.0

71.5

90.0

5.7

2.5

22.8

7.5

successfully markets the product
I believe the advertisement to be
socially acceptable
I believe this advertisement was
personally offensive
I believe this advertisement
promoted unsafe behaviour

4.4.1.1 I believe this advertisement successfully markets the product
A total of 35.8% of participants believed that this advertisement successfully
marketed the product, with slightly more females (40.0%) than males (31.5%)
agreeing (see Table 4.4). Those who agreed that the appeal was successful in
advertising its product commented on the ability for the advertisement to reach its
target audience, as well as achieve a level of brand recognition.

“I think it reaches its target really well, if it’s targeting the age group that
enjoys risky behaviours – that’s a young male thing.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it would have been successful because he kept repeating the brand
name and the product. That’s what I noticed.”
Female 18-30 years

Those who did not believe the advertisement successfully marketed the product
(32.5% of females and 34.2% of males), discussed the minimal association between
the appeal and the product. This opinion was expressed across various age groups
and genders.
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“It seems stupid and just another ad for the ad’s sake. It doesn’t really
relate to the product. He just jumps on top of the bus, starts talking crap
and falls in the water.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“If he didn’t have the bottle of Coke in his hand, you wouldn’t know what
he was advertising.”
Male 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I thought it was stupid – the silly behaviour and it could have just as
easily been promoting shampoo. It didn’t have anything to do with CocaCola as far as I could see.”
Female 46-60 years

Image 4.7: Character standing on top of bus as seen in Advertisement 1

4.4.1.2 I believe the advertisement to be socially acceptable
A total of 39.9% of participants believed that this advertisement was socially
acceptable, with slightly more females (42.5%) than males (37.2%) agreeing (see
Table 4.4). Participants who agreed with this statement believed the appeal was fun
and light hearted, with one participant surprised that the ASB upheld the complaint.
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“I thought it was good fun. Coca-Cola is fun, it’s a lifestyle thing. If we
took every ad we saw seriously we’d probably ban a lot of them anyway.
You can see much worse if you watch the news. It’s a light hearted thing
that’s there to promote a lifestyle and take it at face value.”
Male 46-60 years
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I’m surprised that it would have been taken off television. I didn’t think
it was particularly offensive, just fun. I didn’t see a problem with it.”
Female 46-60 years

Those who thought that the advertisement was not socially acceptable (37.5% of
females and 37.1% of males) were of the opinion that the advertisement displayed
dangerous behaviour and there was a risk that it could adversely influence the
behaviour of children.
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“Standing on top of the bus is obviously unsafe but it’s also unrealistic. I
don’t dislike it but I think it’s definitely a possibility for people to try.”
Female 18-30 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It’s different because we’re looking at it from a rational point of view
because we’re adults. Young children who see this commercial don’t see
it like that.”
Female 18-30 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I didn’t think it was a very good ad to sell the product. It had humour
but it promoted unsafe behaviour and some children might try to mimic
that.”
Male 46-60 years

Image 4.8: Behaviour believed to be unsafe as seen in Advertisement 1

4.4.1.3 I believe this advertisement was personally offensive
A total of 11.8% of participants believed that this advertisement was personally
offensive, with slightly more males (14.7%) than females (7.5%) agreeing (see Table
4.4). There was minimal discussion of this question in the groups.
4.4.1.4 I believe this advertisement promoted unsafe behaviour
A total of 80.8% of participants believed that this advertisement promoted unsafe
behaviour, with more females (90.0%) than males (71.5%) agreeing (see Table 4.4).
As with the first series of focus groups, the promotion of unsafe behaviour and the
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influence this may have on others (particularly children) was a concern among many
participants.

“I agree. A bus trip every day is quite realistic for a lot of young children,
whereas those ads are promoting extremely unsafe behaviour.”
Male 18-30 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Do you think other people would try and do something like that?

“Definitely, especially grabbing the witches hat. People might see that as a
possibility because he is hanging out of the bus and he grabs it.”
Female 18-30 years

Despite the overwhelming response from the participants that this advertisement did
promote unsafe behaviour, some participants held an opposing view (7.5% of
females and 22.8% of males). Some believed that the advertisement was not realistic
enough to promote copy cat behaviour and that there are other advertisements in the
market place that have greater potential to promote dangerous or unsafe behaviour,
particularly to children.

“I think it’s unrealistic. I don’t think anyone would do that.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“If they’re going to ban an ad, then they should ban pizza ads, Burger
King ads and McDonald’s ads because they’re far more dangerous to kids
of today than standing on the roof of a bus. We all commented last time
about the cheesy pizza ads which encourage you to buy them although they
are a health risk.”
Male 18-30 years
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4.4.2

Advertisement 2: Ford Falcon XR8 Mk II Ute

Of the six advertisements shown during the second series of focus groups, this
advertisement generated the most discussion. Table 4.5 presents the percentage of
males and females who agreed with the seven relevant statements.
Table 4.5: Percentage of participants who agreed with the statements for
Advertisement 2
% Agree

I believe this advertisement

% Neutral

% Disagree

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

74.2

55.0

14.2

17.5

11.6

27.5

31.5

27.5

22.9

22.5

45.6

50.0

26.5

45.0

23.6

25.0

49.9

30.0

82.8

82.5

14.3

5.0

2.9

12.5

31.4

40.0

34.3

17.5

24.3

42.5

5.8

10.0

20.0

12.5

74.2

57.5

67.8

70.0

22.9

10.0

14.3

20.0

successfully markets the product
I believe the advertisement to be
socially acceptable
I believe this advertisement was
personally offensive
I believe this advertisement was
sexist
I believe this advertisement
contained too much sex/sexuality and
nudity
I believe this advertisement
contained inappropriate language
I believe this advertisement
discriminated against women

4.4.2.1 I believe this advertisement successfully markets the product
A total of 64.6% of participants believed that this advertisement successfully
marketed the product, with more males (74.2%) than females (55.0%) agreeing (see
Table 4.5).

Participants stated they believed this advertisement successfully

marketed the product as the appeal avoided highlighting the power and performance
of the vehicle and targeted its market (young men) well, even if it offended others in
the process.
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“The good thing about it is it’s advertising a high-performance ute without
showing it doing ridiculous driving feats.”
Male 61+ years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think the ad was very successful in who it was marketed to, even though
it may push some boundaries.”
Male 18-30 years
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think for a guy that would market the product. That would be so
appealing to men and I think that’s what distresses me the most. I can
completely object to it but it won’t matter at all because it’s going to sell
the product, which is gross. Every single woman there is so abnormally
beautiful. Imagine if it was just normal people, how stupid it would be.”
Female 18-30 years

There were, however, some participants who did not believe the advertisement
successfully marketed the product (27.5% of females and 11.6% of males), primarily
because no information about the car was presented. One participant noted that the
advertisement did not explain any features of the car and, similar to the issue raised
with Coke Zero (Advertisement 1), there was also a concern about the lack of
branding associated with the product.
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“It doesn’t let me know anything more about that car. It just makes me
think that Ford need to get new advertisers. That ad is really boring, it’s
unoriginal and it’s sexist.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I had seen that ad before but I couldn’t have told you what brand of car it
was for, so it’s not exactly selling the brand.”
Male 31-45 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I didn’t think it successfully marketed the product because it could be just
a whole lot of people pulling a daggy old car full of Coca-Cola. I don’t
think it really had anything to do with cars.”
Female 46-60 years

4.4.2.2 I believe this advertisement was socially acceptable
A total of 29.5% of participants believed that this advertisement was socially
acceptable, with slightly more males (31.5%) than females (27.5%) agreeing (see
Table 4.5).

The participants who agreed that this advertisement was socially

acceptable were of the opinion that the advertisement was meant to be viewed as
humorous. However, there was an acknowledgement that it may be offensive to
some members of the public.
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“I don’t think that ad takes itself seriously.

Anyone who did take it

seriously would have to be insulted by the thought that that ad would make
you buy a car. It’s just a joke really.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I don’t think that’s seriously offensive. It’s humorously offensive. It’s
tongue in cheek.”
Male 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think half the population would think it’s socially acceptable and I agree
with that, but it was definitely sexist.”
Female 46-60 years

Those who believed that this advertisement was not socially acceptable (50.0% of
females and 45.6% of males) questioned whether the community would be as
accepting of the appeal if the gender roles were reversed, or if the models were not
attractive. Another participant assumed this advertisement had been withdrawn from
the air.
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“I think if they had women driving and hot men following, the guys would
completely dismiss the ad as stupid and unrealistic.”
Female 18-30 years
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I don’t know. If there was an overweight lady chasing the car, would they
say the same thing? All the girls had Miss America sashes on.”
Female 18-30 years
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“They obviously pulled that one off the television.”
Female 46-60 years

Image 4.9: Image of women following the ute as seen in Advertisement 2

4.4.2.3 I believe this advertisement was personally offensive
A total of 35.8% of participants believed that this advertisement was personally
offensive, with more females (45.0%) than males (26.5%) agreeing (see Table 4.5).
Participants who believed the advertisement was personally offensive expressed two
points of view. The first related to the manner in which the women were portrayed,
while the second (from a male perspective) was that this appeal was offensive
towards men.
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“It degrades women and some of the clothes that the women were wearing;
you wouldn’t wear to work – like waitress clothes and bikinis. I found it
personally offensive, but to men it wouldn’t be.”
Female 18-30 years
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think its offensive on two levels – the view towards women, and the view
towards men’s consumer habits.”
Male 18-30 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It uses the image of the car and the image of the women and I found it
pretty offensive, not so much in the way it uses women but in the way it presupposes that somebody would be stupid enough to buy a car because they
think women will like it. That kind of advertising gets my back up. It
would work for some people but it annoys me.”
Male 46-60 years

Image 4.10: Image of female character as seen in Advertisement 2

Participants who believed this advertisement was not personally offensive (30.0% of
females and 49.9% of males), did recognise that it could be viewed as offensive by
others, whilst some believed the advertisement was unrealistic. This view was from
both genders and across a range of cohorts.
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“I didn’t find it offensive although I can see why some would possibly. It’s
targeted to men and is perhaps making them think subconsciously that girls
are actually drawn to utes.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Not offensive. It made me smile. You don’t see ugly girls – they’re
always beautiful and I don’t like that. There are a lot of plain people out
there.”
Female 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I don’t think it was offensive, just stupid.”
Male 61+ years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I would want to know a bit more about the car. It wasn’t really offensive.
It was just silly. Tongue in cheek I suppose.”
Female 61+ years
4.4.2.4 I believe this advertisement was sexist
A total of 82.7% of participants believed that this advertisement was sexist, with
almost an equal number of males (82.8%) and females (82.5%) agreeing (see Table
4.5). For those who believed the advertisement was sexist, again, it was the way in
which the women were portrayed that was the primary concern. There was also a
question asked regarding the relevance of the appeal to the product advertised.
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“The other thing I was thinking is that it’s like a cheap shot really. Get all
the women following in skimpy outfits, make them look pretty, and you’ve
got yourself an ad. I think that is so un-clever (sic) and lame.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------I didn’t find it personally offensive but I don’t like the idea of women being
exploited in car ads…I think it is sexist and that’s why I don’t really like it.
If you were trying to sell me a car I wouldn’t buy it on the basis of that ad.”
Male 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“What have all these women got to do with buying a car? If you want to
sell a car you should be focusing on the car. I think it is sexist.”
Female 61+ years

Although the percentage of participants who did not believe that this advertisement
was sexist was small (12.5% of females and 2.9% of males), two males aged 18-30
years believed while there may have been a sexist element, in comparison to other
advertisements, it was acceptable.

“I didn’t think it was sexist.”
“I can see how it could be construed as sexist but there are beer ads that
poke so much fun at guys in general. There’s got to be some level of being
able to have a say and have a little joke or an opinion. There are far more
sexist ads out there which objectify women a lot more. That did a little bit
but unless we’re going to make everything black and white, which is never
going to be, just walk away from it and let it go. You can’t fight every little
thing that drives you insane. This ad is in a grey area and I think it’s on
the less offensive side than some other ads.”
Males 18-30 years
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4.4.2.5 I believe this advertisement contained too much sex/sexuality and
nudity
A total of 35.7% of participants believed that this advertisement contained too much
sex/sexuality and nudity, with slightly more females (40.0%) than males (31.4%)
agreeing (see Table 4.5). Participants who stated that this advertisement contained
too much sex/sexuality and nudity took into consideration not only the clothes worn
by the female actors/models, but also commented on the behaviour of the female
actors/models in the advertisement.

“As a general ad for TV, I think it had too much sex and nudity, depending
on what time of day it was being shown and I think it would offend some
people’s religious beliefs, especially the girls wearing bikinis in the street.”
Female 46-60 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“As far as sexuality goes, it wasn’t so much their clothing but it was the
things they were doing that I thought was borderline. When she was
squeezing the sponge - I thought it was a bit suggestive.”
Female 46-60 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I found it sexually offensive.”
Male 61+ years

Image 4.11: ‘Borderline behaviour’ as seen in Advertisement 2
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Despite the objections to the use of sex, sexuality and nudity in this advertisement,
one participant acknowledged that this type of advertising appeal has always been
utilised and, in their opinion, was accepted by society.

“Traditionally it’s been okay.

It’s been a tradition to sexualise and

objectify women and I think psychologists know that men react to visuals.”
Male 18-30 years

4.4.2.6 I believe this advertisement contained inappropriate language
A total of 7.9% of participants believed that this advertisement contained
inappropriate language, with slightly more females (10.0%) than males (5.8%)
agreeing (see Table 4.5). Those who believed that this advertisement contained
inappropriate language did not discuss the issue in the context of coarse language or
swearing. Instead comments were centred on the use of sexual innuendo. This view
was held across different ages and genders.
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“I don’t like the language – pulling. We know where that phrase came
from – mandrake.

You pulled it from the ground and used it as an

aphrodisiac. Then there’s the other pulling too.”
Female 31-45 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“The connotation was ‘should we give them a ride?’ – some people could
take that the wrong way.”
Male 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I didn’t take it that they were stopping to give the girls a lift. I took it that
they were stopping to give them a ride and that didn’t mean a lift – it meant
a sexual ride.”
Female 46-60 years

Image 4.12: Controversial tag line from Advertisement 2
4.4.2.7 I believe this advertisement discriminated against women
A total of 68.9% of participants believed that this advertisement discriminated
against women, with slightly more females (70.0%) than males (67.8%) agreeing
(see Table 4.5). Participants who believed that this advertisement discriminated
against women expressed views related to body image as well as the way the
actors/models were portrayed as having little intelligence.
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“I think there are other ads that objectify women more and it doesn’t
matter whether it’s more or less, any objectification is bad and especially
an ad like that which shows women that are basically clones – there’s no
differentiation between them, they’re all very thin, very attractive. I think
any objectification is what it is and it’s not needed. Would anyone look
into buying that car just because of that ad? Only idiots would go to their
Ford dealer because they’d seen that ad.”
Female 18-30 years
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“The whole concept that girls can’t think for themselves and they become
robots at the beck and call of the blokes.”
Female 31-45 years
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it’s also intellectually demeaning, especially to the women. It’s
assuming that every girl is going to be attracted to a yellow ute to the
extent that they’ll forget everything else.”
Female 46-60 years

Of those participants who did not think that this advertisement discriminated against
women (20.0% of females and 14.3% of males), the male participants believed that
the element of humour in the advertisement was enough to counteract the possibility
that the advertisement was unacceptable.
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“What did you like about that ad?”
“The women.”
“Do you think women seeing the ad would like the women?”
“Some. I’m sure there’d be women out there who would enjoy that ad.”
Male
“Do you think women in general would enjoy it?”
“No.”
Male 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think most of the girls I know would have a laugh at it.”
Male 31-45 years
4.4.3

Advertisement 3: RTA Drinking Kills Driving Skills

Of the six advertisements shown during the second series of focus groups, this is the
only one where no case report from the ASB was found, suggesting no formal
complaints were made against it. Table 4.6 demonstrates the percentage of males
and females who agreed with the seven relevant statements.
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Table 4.6: Percentage of participants who agreed with the statements for
Advertisement 3
% Agree

I believe this advertisement

% Neutral

% Disagree

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

88.5

97.5

8.6

0.0

2.9

2.5

97.1

87.5

0.0

7.5

2.9

5.0

2.9

5.0

5.7

7.5

91.4

87.5

0

5.0

11.4

10.0

88.6

85.0

42.9

50.0

28.6

25.0

28.5

25.0

2.9

7.5

8.6

17.5

88.5

75.0

2.9

12.5

5.7

5.0

88.5

82.5

successfully markets the product
I believe the advertisement to be
socially acceptable
I believe this advertisement was
personally offensive
I believe this advertisement
contained too much violence
I believe this advertisement would
have caused alarm and distress to
children
I believe this advertisement was
sexist
I believe this advertisement promotes
unsafe behaviour

4.4.3.1 I believe this advertisement successfully markets the product
A total of 93% of participants believed that this advertisement successfully marketed
the product, with more females (97.5%) than males (88.5%) agreeing (see Table 4.6).
Participants who agreed that this advertisement was successfully marketed were
impressed by its ability to communicate a complicated message (particularly to
young people), as well as highlighting the consequences of drink driving.
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“I thought it was a successful ad. I think it does successfully market,
especially to young people. I think it’s too complicated to work out how the
brain really acts when you’ve had a few beers.”
Female 61+ years
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it does a great job of taking a complex message into 30 seconds.”
Female 31-45 years
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it was a good ad. I think everything in that ad was true and that’s
what really happens. It’s one of those ads if you really look at you see if
you do that, that’s what can happen.”
Male 18-30 years

Image 4.13: Image of the crash scene from Advertisement 3

Those who did not believe that the advertisement successfully marketed the message
(2.5% of females and 2.9% of males) expressed concern regarding the effectiveness
of the campaign in reaching those who need it.
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“You either know it or you don’t. I had a friend who was killed in a drinkdriving accident so for me those ads are irrelevant, but they either work or
they don’t. With a lot of these education things, you can lead a horse to the
water but you can’t make it drink. Some people just look at them and think
it won’t happen to them. It’s mentality. I think it’s a good ad but I really
don’t know if it makes any difference because young men think it won’t
happen to them.”
Male 18-30 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I don’t think the people it’s trying to get, get it. It might work on me
because I don’t drink and drive, but the people that are actually going to
drink and drive, don’t get it.”
Male 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it’s informative when it says even after just a couple of drinks you
start to lose certain parts of your brain that control your time and distance
and that kind of stuff. I don’t know about the effectiveness of it all though
because once someone is down the pub they’ve forgotten that they saw that
ad three days ago. After their sixth schooner it’s the last thing they think
of.”
Male 31-45 years

4.4.3.2 I believe this advertisement was socially acceptable
A total of 92.3% of participants believed that this advertisement was socially
acceptable, with more males (97.1%) than females (87.5%) agreeing (see Table 4.6).
Participants who believed that this advertisement was socially acceptable expressed
positive views regarding the advertisement’s ability to demonstrate the consequences
of drink driving in a simple way that would reach a wide audience.
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“I think it’s good because it’s factual. It actually tells you in layman’s
terms and gives you examples of what’s happening and why it’s so bad.
It’s not just saying it’s against the law and you’ll get into trouble if you get
caught. It’s actually telling you why it’s bad. It’s less graphic than the guy
who smashes into the truck.”
Female 18-30 years
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it gave the message to everybody that you can’t drink and drive. I
think that was a really strong message and it showed the sorts of things
that can happen if you do drink too much.”
Female 46-60 years
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I believe that was a good ad. I didn’t think it was offensive. I found that
it was put across very sensibly and very calmly, no emotional attachment to
it, straight plain ordinary facts. You either accepted it or you rejected it.”
Male 61+ years

4.4.3.3 I believe this advertisement was personally offensive
Only 4.0% of participants believed that this advertisement was personally offensive,
with slightly more females (5.0%) than males (2.9%) agreeing with the statement
(see Table 4.6).

Although the majority of participants believed that this

advertisement was not personally offensive (87.5% of females and 91.4% of males),
there was no discussion of this issue and therefore no qualitative data available to
illustrate this point.
4.4.3.4 I believe this advertisement contained too much violence
Only 5.0% of females, but no males, believed this advertisement contained too much
violence (see Table 4.6). There was no qualitative data related to the objection to
violence in this advertisement. Whilst some participants acknowledged the presence
of violence, they did not disapprove. In contrast, there was a belief that the level of
violence present added value to the message and was therefore acceptable.
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Those

who presented the view that the advertisement did not contain violence highlighted
the lack of blood seen in the footage.

“I thought the level of violence was necessary to get the message across.
After all, the end result of a drunk driver causes much more violence than
was shown there.”
Male 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I liked it. It was a very good ad. It’s informative and shows a typical
situation in a pub. I think the message came across, particularly with the
brain being exposed. You focus on that and start listening to it. It was well
done.

There’s a little bit of violence, but not a lot.

Generally it’s

acceptable.”
Male 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Do you think it pushes the boundaries of violence for kids?” Moderator

“No, I don’t think so. There’s no blood or graphic violence.”
Male 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Given that there’s an accident at the end, did anyone think that the ad
contained violence?” Moderator

“There was no blood shown and I think the sparking brain takes away a bit
of seriousness.”
Female 18-30 years
4.4.3.5 I believe this advertisement would have caused alarm and distress to
children
A total of 46.5% of participants believed that this advertisement would have caused
alarm and distress to children, with slightly more females (50.0%) than males
(42.9%) agreeing (see Table 4.6). Participants who agreed with this statement were
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concerned with the impact of the images on children as well as expressing concern
regarding when the advertisement could be aired.

“I think it definitely hits a nerve. It’s doing its job, definitely. The only
problem I would have with that ad is distress to children.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it could distress children, to see the crash and the mangled head is
still lit up.”
Female 61+ years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It shouldn’t be shown during children’s programs.”
Male 46-60 years

Those who believed that this advertisement would not distress children (25.0% of
females and 28.5% of males) expressed a range of views including the
desensitization of children to graphic images, as well as the belief that the appeal is
unrealistic therefore children would not interpret the situation as one involving
‘humans’.
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“It’s about desensitization. Kids see so much violence these days. It takes
a lot to shock them.”
Male 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“You wouldn’t want the young kids to see any more than that, I don’t think,
but if that’s not offending or worrying little children, why would that bother
you or me?”
Male 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think that being able to see the brain might make it seem to children that
it’s not a real person, because it’s sparking like a robot. The message
wouldn’t impact as much on them as on an adult because the adult would
realise that the message is focused to humans.”
Female 18-30 years

Image 4.14: Image of the brain from as scene in Advertisement 3

4.4.3.6 I believe this advertisement was sexist
A total of 5.2% of participants believed that this advertisement was sexist, with
slightly more females (7.5%) than males (2.9%) agreeing (see Table 4.6).
Participants who agreed with this statement believed that the exclusive use of male
actors in this advertisement portrayed a sexist attitude towards men and drink
driving. This view was found across different cohorts.
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“It’s strange that they’re all blokes and he’s making the point about how
they lose their higher abilities because he lost the pool game. It’s pretty
much aimed at men which I think is wrong because women do drink-drive
unfortunately and maybe they should have the message a bit more
universal, not just talking to men.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Have you noticed with these alcohol ads, it’s always a male driving the
car, and even in the speeding ads?”
Male 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“If I was a male I’d find that very sexist, like women don’t drink?”
Female 61+ years

Image 4.15: The male characters from Advertisement 3

Those who did not believe that this advertisement was sexist (75.0% of females and
88.5% of males) stated that women would also be able to identify with, and
understand, the message in the appeal. However this opinion was primarily expressed
by females aged 18-30 years.
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“I think women can still relate to it. I know heaps of women who play
pool. It’s good that he’s talking about losing certain aspects of movement
and brain function and they’re giving you the example while speaking. I
think heaps of people can relate to that. It didn’t make me think they
weren’t talking to women. Obviously it is very blokey but not in a bad
way.”

“The statistics show that it’s mostly men who are charged with drink
driving and young men especially. I still get the message and if I was
going to the pub, not that I would distinctly remember the ad, but I know
from education that I shouldn’t drink and drive. So those ads still work for
women and still have a message. I don’t think it’s sexist.”
Females 18-30 years

4.4.3.7 I believe this advertisement promotes unsafe behaviour
A total of 7.7% of participants believed that this advertisement promoted unsafe
behaviour, with more females (12.5%) than males (2.9%) agreeing (see Table 4.6).
When discussing one’s ability to drink alcohol and then drive a motor vehicle, the
voiceover in this advertisement states: “most nights you will get home”. It was this
line that prompted the discussion about whether this advertisement did or did not
promote unsafe behaviour. Only one participant stated that they believed that it did.

“ ‘Most nights you’ll get home’. I strongly believe that promotes unsafe
behaviour.”
Male 18-30 years

Those participants who did not believe the statement “most nights you will get home”
promoted unsafe behaviour were of the opinion that the line was an essential part of
the appeal.
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“The voiceover, what he’s saying, is what affects me. The fact that he says
‘most nights you’ll be fine’ – everyone thinks they’ve done it thousands of
times before and of course it’s not going to happen to them. It hasn’t
happened to me yet. That’s what I like about the ad the most. I do think
that it’s a bit scary.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I thought what was good too is that, as it says, quite often you will make it
home alive, but all it takes is some misjudgement or something they weren’t
expecting. I thought it brought that point home.”
Female 31-45 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“ ‘Most nights you’ll get home okay’ – I like that one. Occasionally it’s
not going to happen. I think it’s one of the better drink-driving ads.”
Male 46-60 years
4.4.4

Advertisement 4: Carlton Mid Strength – Funeral

There was considerable confusion surrounding this particular advertisement. Most
focus group members did not understand the concept behind the advertisement and,
due to this, a large proportion of the discussions throughout all focus groups centred
on this confusion (particularly in regards to the coffin carried by the pall bearers).
Table 4.7 demonstrates the percentage of males and females who agreed with the
four relevant statements.
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Table 4.7: Percentage of participants who agreed with the statements for
Advertisement 4
% Agree

I believe this advertisement

% Neutral

% Disagree

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

42.8

22.5

22.9

17.5

34.3

60.0

20.0

15.0

25.7

17.5

54.3

67.5

34.3

35.0

22.9

27.5

42.8

37.5

31.4

30.0

25.7

27.5

42.9

42.5

successfully markets the product
I believe the advertisement to be
socially acceptable
I believe this advertisement was
personally offensive
I believe this advertisement
discriminated against religious
beliefs

4.4.4.1 I believe this advertisement successfully markets product
A total of 32.7% of participants believed that this advertisement successfully
marketed the product, with many more males (42.8%) than females (22.5%) agreeing
(see Table 4.7). Participants who believed the advertisement successfully marketed
the product felt that the advertisement stood out from the competition due to the
element of humour in the appeal and the advertisement’s reflection of a real
situation.
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“I thought it was quite funny. It stands out and I think a bit of humour
makes something stand out.”
Male 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I thought it was marketed successfully because they were in such a hurry
to have a beer. It must have been good beer.”
Female 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It’s really just saying that it doesn’t matter what stresses there are in life,
you can have a beer with your mates…What happens after most funerals –
you go and have a beer. I think it’s pretty good. They’re tapping into
something everybody knows goes on.”
Male 61+ years

Those who did not believe that the advertisement successfully marketed the product
(60.0% of females and 34.3% of males) felt that neither the product nor purpose of
the advertisement was evident, as was the case for the advertisements for Coke Zero
and the Ford Falcon XR8 Ute.

“Who wants to be like that? Who wants to rush away from a funeral? I
can’t see who they’re marketing to – the pallbearers? Is that the market?”
Male 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I just thought it was a stupid ad. The message wasn’t there. I was sitting
at the end wondering what it was about. It didn’t register.”
Male 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I don’t think it successfully marketed the product. I didn’t get it so the
product was lost on me.”
Female 46-60 years
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4.4.4.2 I believe this advertisement was socially acceptable
A total of 17.5% of participants believed that this was socially acceptable, with
slightly more males (20.0%) than females (15.0%) agreeing (see Table 4.7).
Participants who believed that this advertisement was socially acceptable believed
people are too sensitive to such appeals, and the element of humour present in the
advertisement made it unrealistic and exaggerated.

“It could be seen as being socially unacceptable, but then you’d be pretty
oversensitive.”
Male 18-30 years
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“That’s an alcohol or beer commercial especially that makes me laugh. I
know it’s offensive but it’s so stupid that it’s funny, even if it’s
inappropriate. I think it’s so exaggerated because it is a funeral, which
gives it an unrealistic element.”
Female 18-30 years

Those who did not believe that this advertisement was socially acceptable (67.5% of
females and 54.3% of males) raised concerns with the morality of the characters in
the advertisement, as well as the lack of respect shown to what would normally be
considered a solemn occasion.
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“To me it’s socially unacceptable to be rushing off from a funeral to go
and get boozed up with your mates. I can understand a wake with family
and then progressing, but it was such a short time – let’s hurry up and get
there really quickly.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I did find it disrespectful and I’m not particularly religious.

Not

disrespectful to the dead or to the religion but to the people who were left
in the church. That’s more a social thing as opposed to being particularly
religious.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It’s disrespectful. There are a tremendous number of people within the
community who respect a person’s life after they’ve died. It’s crass, it’s
rubbish and it’s disrespectful.”
Male 61+ years

Image 4.16: The post funeral scene as seen in Advertisement 4
4.4.4.3 I believe this advertisement was personally offensive
A total of 34.7% of participants believed that this advertisement was personally
offensive, with almost an equal percentage of females (35.0%) and males (34.3%)
agreeing (see Table 4.7). Participants who believed that this advertisement was
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personally offensive felt that the overall content and message of the appeal was both
distasteful and inappropriate.

“I didn’t like the ad. It offended me. You don’t realise at the beginning
that it’s a beer ad.”
Female 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I found it offensive. I’m not a terribly religious person but I do think
that’s going too far. You don’t need to advertise alcohol to start with and
that was distasteful to me.”
Female 61+ years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I found it personally upsetting that you’re taking a serious event like a
funeral or the loss of a loved one and you’re trivialising it. Especially for
people who have lost somebody in recent times, I think it would be very
difficult to watch.”
Male 46-60 years

Image 4.17: Leaving the funeral as seen in Advertisement 4

Those who did not believe that this advertisement was personally offensive (37.5%
of females and 42.8% of males) held the opinion that the advertisement was fun,
unrealistic and consequently should not be taken seriously.
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“I certainly wasn’t offended by it in any way. I quite enjoyed it. Because
it was so ridiculous you couldn’t take it seriously.

You see similar

situations in comedy shows on TV and no-one takes it seriously.”
Male 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I thought it was fun…It didn’t offend me at all even though I’m a churchgoer.”
Female 61+ years
4.4.4.4 I believe this advertisement discriminated against religious beliefs
A total of 30.7% of participants believed that this advertisement discriminated
against religious beliefs, with slightly more males (31.4%) than females (30.0%)
agreeing (see Table 4.7).

Participants who believed that this advertisement

discriminated against religious beliefs stated they felt the appeal was disrespectful
and offensive to these beliefs, as it was using a funeral to sell a product.
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“If you were a religious person you might find it disrespectful.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It’s awful. I’m Catholic …I find it totally offensive.”
Female 61+ years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“A lot of Christian religions place a lot of respect and caring on the body
of the person that’s being sent to Heaven. I think to portray that as not
mattering and trivialising it would discriminate against religious beliefs.”
Female 46-60 years

Image 4.18: The funeral scene from Advertisement 4

There were a number of reasons why participants did not believe that this
advertisement discriminated against religious beliefs, including the idea that religion
was not a factor in the advertisement, and that the advertisement would not
necessarily offend those who were religious.
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“I don’t think religion came into it.”
Female 18-30 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“There was no priest or crucifixion. It wasn’t about religion.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it might offend you if you’d just lost someone yourself, but I don’t
necessarily think the churchgoers would be offended. Just because you go
to church doesn’t mean you haven’t got a sense of humour.”
Female 46-60 years

4.4.5

Advertisement 5: Evolution, Meat & Livestock Australia LTD

This section presents participants’ views on four items in the questionnaire, but also
on two additional themes spontaneously introduced by the focus group members: the
nutritional information provided in the advertisement and the issue of propaganda.
Table 4.8 demonstrates the percentage of males and females who agreed with the
four relevant statements.
Table 4.8: Percentage of participants who agreed with the statements for
Advertisement 5
% Agree

I believe this advertisement

% Neutral

% Disagree

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

80.0

82.5

5.7

5.0

14.3

12.5

79.9

80.0

14.3

12.5

5.8

7.5

5.7

15.0

17.1

10.0

77.2

75.0

22.8

22.5

17.1

15.0

59.9

62.5

successfully markets the product
I believe the advertisement to be
socially acceptable
I believe this advertisement was
personally offensive
I believe this advertisement
discriminated against religious
beliefs
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4.4.5.1 I believe this advertisement successfully markets the product
A total of 81.3% of participants believed that this advertisement successfully
marketed the product, with slightly more females (82.5%) than males (80.0%)
agreeing (see Table 4.8). Participants who believed the advertisement successfully
marketed the product held positive views that the advertisement was cleverly made
and that it was able to deliver the intended message. This was seen across a range of
cohorts.

“I think it’s really clever and achieved its purpose.”
Female 18-30 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I wasn’t offended by it. It brought a whole lot of facts to the table and it
was fairly convincing.”
Female 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I didn’t consider it to be offensive... I think it’s a great ad.”
Female 46-60 years

There were however participants who did not believe that the advertisement
successfully marketed the product (12.5% of females and 14.3% of males). Some
participants believed the advertisement was misleading, whilst others believed that
the advertisement had minimal impact.
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“It’s misleading because the levels of Omega 3 in red meat are not high so
that isn’t going to be a main source of your Omega 3.

It’s actually

scientifically misleading as well.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it’s a lousy ad. It doesn’t give you any reason to eat red meat. It
just says red meat is good. That’s not good enough.”
Male 61+ years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It makes no difference to me at all. It wouldn’t make me buy more meat
or less meat. It has no impact on me whatsoever.”
Female 31-45 years
4.4.5.2 I believe this advertisement was socially acceptable
A total of 80.0% of participants believed that this advertisement was socially
acceptable, with almost an equal percentage of females (80.0%) and males (79.0%)
agreeing (see Table 4.8).

Participants who agreed that the advertisement was

socially acceptable noted that the appeal was not deliberately offensive; instead the
advertisement was simply promoting its product.

“They’re certainly not going out deliberately to offend people. It’s a side
effect rather than a direct choice.”
Male 31-45 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think its okay to try and get you to eat meat and that’s their way of doing
it. If I didn’t want to eat meat, that wouldn’t make me eat it. I just
recognise that they’re trying to get the message across.”
Female 46-60 years
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Those who did not believe that the appeal was socially acceptable (7.5% of females
and 5.8% of males) discussed the possibility that this advertisement may be offensive
to a number of social groups who do not eat meat.

“I can see how some might think its offensive because it promotes the fact
that they think that humans have to eat meat.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“The animal rights people. They’d be against it. They’d say we don’t have
to eat red meat and these people are advocating it and killing animals.
There’d probably be quite a few people who’d think like that.
Vegetarianism is becoming a popular life choice for a lot of people. That’s
probably why this is on.”
Male 31-45 years

Image 4.19: Character eating red meat as seen in Advertisement 5

4.4.5.3 I believe this advertisement was personally offensive
A total of 10.4% of participants believed that this advertisement was personally
offensive, with slightly more females (15.0%) than males (5.7%) agreeing (see Table
4.8).

Although the majority of participants agreed this advertisement was not

personally offensive, there was no discussion specifically for this issue and therefore
no qualitative data is available to illustrate this point.
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4.4.5.4 I believe this advertisement discriminates against religious beliefs
A total of 22.7% of participants believed that this advertisement discriminated
against religious beliefs, with an almost equal percentage of males (22.8%) and
females (22.5%) agreeing (see Table 4.8).

Participants who believed this

advertisement discriminated against religious beliefs discussed the possibility of this
appeal offending religious groups that do not eat meat, as opposed to the social
groups mentioned previously.

“There are some religions that actually revere cows, especially the Hindus
in terms of both race and religion. I thought there was an opportunity to
offend there.”
Male 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“There are some religions that are against eating meat, like Hindus.”
Female 46-60 years
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think people with religious beliefs in terms of seeing a slaughtered cow –
I can see that they could take offence at that.”
Male 31-45 years

This advertisement raised another religious concern for participants by referring to
the theory of evolution. The advertisement states that “our ancestors took a giant
leap out of the trees and they started to eat red meat” with the theme of evolution
continuing through the appeal.
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“The evolution thing at the beginning is quite a small part of the ad, then
he goes on to say that years ago our ancestors leapt out of the trees and
are direct descendants from monkeys. That could be quite offensive.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Being a Christian myself I was slightly offended by the naturalising of
something that is someone’s point of view and not the other.”
Female 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It was pushing evolution and there’s a choice of whether you believe in it
or don’t believe in it.”
Female 61+ years

Image 4.20: Image believed to promote evolutionary theory as seen in
Advertisement 5

While the majority participants who did not believe that this advertisement
discriminated against religious beliefs (62.5% females and 59.9% males), did not
discuss this side of the issue, one participant did state the advertisement was in-line
with the current evolution theory.

“That ad is spot-on with the latest evolution theory. That is exactly what
the latest evolution theory says.”
Male 61+ years
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4.4.5.5 Nutrition Claims
This theme was one of two that spontaneously emerged from the data independent of
the questionnaire. There were concerns regarding the scientific basis for the claims
made about the benefits of eating red meat with one participant suggesting claims in
advertisements should be pre-vetted.

However, another participant believed

nutritional education for the community is necessary and therefore the advertisement
should be considered beneficial.

“I read something in the paper about people saying some of the claims are
a little bit spurious and not based on too much fact.”
Male 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I don’t know if when an ad is made it’s got to be presented to someone
first to get approval to go on air. That mob should hopefully ask whether
the statements made in the ad are the truth. I don’t know if they do or not.”
Male 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“If it’s an ad worth its salt it should be quoting its references for making
those claims.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“The average level of knowledge of nutrition in the community is low so it is
worthwhile putting ads on.” Male 61+ years

Image 4.21: Controversial tag line from Advertisement 5
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4.4.5.6 Propaganda
The issue of this advertisement being a form of propaganda was an unexpected
theme that emerged, with some perceiving this as a propaganda campaign to
persuade the community that red meat is a necessary part of a healthy diet.

“It’s a marketing ad, not a nutritional ad.

They’re trying to make it

nutritional.”
Male 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I’m a vegetarian and that ad is really offensive. It’s just propaganda and
total bullshit. There have been lots of studies done that vegetarians do not
deprive themselves. They get everything they need to get from a vegetarian
diet if it’s done properly. Also that comment about the most superior
species and you need to eat meat three or four times a week – you don’t.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“To me the claim at the bottom says it all. If that’s the best they can come
up with – we’re meant to eat it, there’s nothing on that ad that says it’s
actually good for you. It conveniently overlooks the fact that there are far
better sources for those things such as fish for a lot of those good oils and
good fats, but to come up with a slogan that we were meant to eat it has to
be the lamest propaganda line I’ve ever seen.”
Male 31-45 years
4.4.6

Advertisement 6: Roads & Traffic Authority NSW, Heaven and Hell

This advertisement was the first execution of a two part anti-speeding campaign
released by the Roads and Traffic Authority in NSW.

Table 4.9 shows the

percentage of males and females who agreed with the six relevant statements.
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Table 4.9: Percentage of participants who agreed with the statements for
Advertisement 6
% Agree

I believe this advertisement

% Neutral

% Disagree

Male

Female

Male

Female

Male

Female

91.3

95.0

2.9

0.0

5.8

5.0

85.6

82.5

8.6

7.5

5.8

10.0

8.6

2.5

8.6

15.0

82.8

82.5

11.5

10.2

17.1

23.1

71.4

66.7

60.0

80.0

20.0

12.5

20.0

7.5

25.7

30.0

5.7

7.5

68.6

62.5

successfully markets the product
I believe the advertisement to be
socially acceptable
I believe this advertisement was
personally offensive
I believe this advertisement
contained too much violence
I believe this advertisement would
have caused alarm and distress to
children
I believe this advertisement promotes
unsafe behaviour

4.4.6.1 I believe this advertisement successfully markets the product
A total of 93.2% of participants believed that this advertisement successfully
marketed the product, with slightly more females (95.0%) than males (91.3%)
agreeing (see Table 4.9). The majority of participants expressed the opinion that this
appeal was very effective and the use of the appeal to mimic a typical motor vehicle
advertisement was applauded.
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“I thought it was very effective and very well done.”
Male 46-60 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think it was very effective. The first time I saw the ad I thought they
were advertising a car that has the capability of high speed and so you’re
not expecting the crash to happen. You think good things are going to
result by buying the car. It was extremely effective that way because all of
a sudden you realise because he’s been speeding, this is what can result
from that. I didn’t think that it was too violent because it really had to
show what actually happens as a result of what you do in a car.”
Female 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I really like that ad. The first time I saw it I thought it was a commercial
for a car and I thought it was a really stupid ad. It made a big point to
show that it was a country road. I thought the bloke was really enjoying
himself and the car looked so good and then all of a sudden he crashes,
and it’s so real.”
Female 18-30 years

There were, however, some participants who did not believe that the product was
successfully marketed (5.0% of females and 5.8% of males). As was seen in the three
commercial advertisements, brand recognition was an issue for one participant and
the effectiveness of the campaign was also questioned.
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“I don’t think that ad is about speeding. I don’t think they get that message
across well. I think he overtook unsafely around a blind bend and the truck
was there and he lost control.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think its good they chose a powerful car and have a powerful song
behind it. It’s going to appeal to the younger person, like 18 to 30, and
probably there are more males writing themselves off on country roads. It
also shows innocent bystanders, but I’m not sure what kind of impact it has
on the road toll.”
Male 31-45 years
4.4.6.2 I believe this advertisement was socially acceptable
A total of 84.1% of participants believed that this advertisement was socially
acceptable, with slightly more males (85.6%) than females (82.5%) agreeing (see
Table 4.9). Participants who believed this advertisement was socially acceptable
highlighted the value it could have for society and the importance of the message.
This was a common theme across most cohorts.
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“I think that was a better ad than the drink-drive in terms of the amount of
time spent on consequences – the agony and the ecstasy, enough of the feel
free and enjoy your driving and going nuts, and then suddenly getting
caught out. We’ve all been caught out. I think that ad is spot-on.”
Male 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Why does it seem to be acceptable in community awareness ads to show
that but not okay in a commercial product so in this sense why is it okay to
show a car speeding on a country road and going round those corners?”
Moderator

“I think because it’s advertising the consequences of that kind of unsafe
behaviour which is promoted by the car ads.”

“I think it’s wrong to show a car speeding to sell a car, but if you are
trying to put a message across then you have to show people speeding.”
Female 18-30 years

Although the quantitative data suggested there were some participants who did not
believe that this appeal was socially acceptable (10.0% of females and 5.8% of
males), only one participant expressed their view on this. The participant expressed
concern for the effect the advertisement may have on members of the community
who have a personal connection to road trauma.

“I think it’s a bit too full-on, a bit too much. When I think of people who’ve
lost kids in car accidents, it must be heart-wrenching for them to see an ad
like that.”
Female 46-60 years
4.4.6.3 I believe this advertisement was personally offensive
A total of 5.6% of participants believed that this advertisement was personally
offensive, with slightly more males (8.6%) than females (2.5%) agreeing (see Table
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4.9). There was minimal discussion of whether this advertisement was personally
offensive, except for one individual who found the use of shock tactics and graphic
images offensive.

“I find it offensive because it makes me feel uncomfortable, by my
definition of offensive, but I think it’s a bloody good ad. It’s another one of
those examples of “we’ll let this one through” because we feel that that
offensive is acceptable. A group of people have decided that scare tactics
and shock tactics are acceptable to use.”
Male 18-30 years

“Are they acceptable for you?” Moderator

“I don’t like them but I accept them because advertising is there to get a
rise out of you, good or bad.”
Male 18-30 years
4.4.6.4 I believe this advertisement contained too much violence
A total of 10.9% of participants believed that this advertisement contained too much
violence, with slightly more males (11.5%) than females (10.0%) agreeing (see Table
4.9). Participants were of the opinion that the tactics used in advertisement were the
most appropriate method to deliver the message to young male drivers (the assumed
target group for the advertisement). It was also at this stage in the discussions that the
concept of violence and graphic images were connected, with one participant
believing that the appeal did not go far enough to shock viewers.
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“No. I think the violence was the point of the whole ad. It will make the
young guys think about what they’re doing. They might be cruising along,
having a great time, and all of a sudden something like that happens.
They’ll think about themselves being in that position.”
Female 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Death on the roads is a very violent thing and if they want to reduce that
there’s a certain element of the population that need to be hit on the head
with a baseball bat before they get it.”
Female 31-45 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“It’s not graphic enough.”
Male 18-30 years
4.4.6.5 I believe this advertisement would have caused alarm and distress to
children
A total of 70.0% of participants believed that this advertisement would have caused
alarm and distress to children, with many more females (80.0%) than males (60%)
agreeing (see Table 4.9). Participants who believed that this advertisement would
cause alarm and distress to children had concerns that the image of the accident
would be distressing, and the timing the advertisement would be aired was raised as a
concern.

148

“I think you can show your kids another way that speed kills. I think a
young child would be distressed if they saw that.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I do think that it would cause distress to children and I would hope that it
wouldn’t be shown earlier in the evening when there are children around.”
Female 46-60 years
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“You don’t want to over-protect children but you don’t want them seeing
violence either.”
Female 61+ years

Image 4.22: Image of the impact as seen in Advertisement 6

Those who believed that this advertisement would not have caused alarm and distress
to children stated that these types of social marketing appeals could be used as an
educational tool for young people. They felt these appeals could teach children the
consequences of dangerous behaviour, as well as potentially influencing behaviour
change in their parents.
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“No, I don’t. I think it gets the message across and I think children will
give
the message back to their parents when they see ads like that.”
Female 61+ years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Because it’s an educational thing. They have to learn that cars are a
dangerous weapon and not to be treated lightly for driving for fun and
driving fast.”
Female 46-60 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“I think for that reason it’s probably a good ad because kids are never too
young to start learning. They obviously can’t drive cars but they’re going to
one day. They’re never too young to start learning that speeding is really
dangerous. It doesn’t show blood and guts, you could probably quite easily
explain it to your kids.”
Male 18-30 years

Image 4.23: Image depicting post crash carnage as seen in Advertisement 6

4.4.6.6 I believe this advertisement promotes unsafe behaviour
A total of 27.9% of participants believed that this advertisement promotes unsafe
behaviour, with slightly more females (30.0%) than males (25.7%) agreeing (see
Table 4.9). This advertisement begins by depicting a young man driving a new
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vehicle at speed along a country road, and it was this scene that participants believed
promoted unsafe behaviour.

“I think it promotes unsafe behaviour.”

“Do you think that’s another one that should be limited to late night TV?”

“Only because it encourages speeding, not in terms of the graphics.”
Males 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“He was going so fast and it was so unsafe and people are going to relate
to that. People would think how good the car is and he was trying it in the
streets where he won’t be caught. I thought they would get into trouble for
putting an ad like that on.”
Female 18-30 years

Image 4.24: Increasing RPMs as seen in Advertisement 6

Those who did not believe that the advertisement promoted unsafe behaviour (62.5%
of females and 68.7% of males), did acknowledge that on first viewing, there was the
potential for the advertisement to be perceived in that way by others.

151

“I think at the start it did promote unsafe behaviour, but then it shows you
how quickly an accident can happen. He’s there having a good time and
then the next second he has a crash and has a massive fine and a bleeding
head and so on.”
Female 18-30 years
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------“Once you’ve seen it a few times you wouldn’t think that it’s promoting
unsafe behaviour.”
Female 31-45 years
4.5

Summary – Series Two Focus Groups

Series Two of the focus groups saw participants view and rate a commercial and a
social marketing advertisement for each of the three product categories highlighted in
this thesis. Five of the six advertisements shown to participants had been before the
ASB, with only the complaint against the advertisement for Coke Zero upheld by the
Board.

The data demonstrated that for the three social marketing appeals, the majority of
participants believed that the advertisements successfully marketed the product, were
socially acceptable, and levels of personal offence were low. These opinions were
overwhelming despite the concerns raised regarding these appeals, such as the
distress they could cause children, the promotion of unsafe behaviour (in regards to
the two RTA advertisements), or the discrimination against religious beliefs (as seen
in Advertisement 6).

In contrast to this, participants were less accepting of the three commercial
advertisements shown. Only for Advertisement 2 (Ford Falcon XR8 Mk II Ute)
were the participants in majority agreement that the advertisement successfully
marketed the product, particularly among males. For none of the three commercial
advertisements did a majority believe that they were socially acceptable, with less
than 20% of participants agreeing with this statement for Advertisement 4 (Carlton
Mid Strength). This advertisement, as well as Advertisement 2, also received the
highest levels of reports of personal offence compared to all other advertisements
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shown (34.7% and 36.5% respectively). The levels of personal offense for these
advertisements can be explained by participants’ opinions regarding the disrespectful
way in which Advertisement 4 utilised a funeral to sell alcohol and the portrayal of
women seen in Advertisement 2. Of the three commercial advertisements,
Advertisement 1 (Coke Zero) was seen by participants to be the least personally
offensive and the most socially acceptable. However the majority of participants in
this series of focus groups believed this advertisement promoted unsafe behaviour,
and it was this issue that the ASB cited as the reason the complaint against this
advertisement was upheld.
4.6

Summary – Phase One – Developing a taxonomy of ethical issues

The results from the first series of focus groups provided data to begin the
development of the taxonomy of ethical issues for advertising in Australia which
answers the first objective of Phase One. The portrayal of women, the effect of
advertising on children, and the use of fear based social marketing campaigns were
the three issues that clearly emerged from the data as important to participants. The
results from the second series of focus groups confirm this, with these three issues
again emerging from the quantitative and qualitative data. There were other issues
that emerged from both series of focus groups, including the overwhelming support
for social marketing advertising (despite concerns for the potential alarm and distress
these campaigns may have on children); the lack of connection between the concepts
of violence, graphic images and shock tactics when discussing social marketing
campaigns; and that inappropriate language is not restricted to coarse language or
swearing.

The value placed on the social marketing advertisements for drink driving and
speeding by participants was demonstrated by the high percentage of those who
believed they were socially acceptable despite the concern that both advertisements
would cause alarm and distress for children. This not only answers the second
objective of Phase One by demonstrating the sensitivity held by participants in
regards to the commercial or social marketing context of an advertisement, but also
provides data to the importance of the consideration of scope (answering the third
objective of Phase One). Further interpretations of the data in respect to all five
considerations of community standards can be found in Chapter 7.
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The results from both series of focus groups can be used to develop a taxonomy of
ethical issues in regards to advertising (see Figure 4.1). It is important to reiterate
that the issues identified as problematic by participants arose spontaneously in their
responses to advertising rather than being pre-selected by researchers. While nonethical issues such as humour and brand recognition are not listed on the taxonomy,
it is interesting to note that the community do have broad considerations in regard to
advertising standards.
Table 4.10: Taxonomy of ethical issues in regards to advertising

These issues were explored further in the community-based survey conducted in
Phase Two of this research, as were other interesting points that emerged from the
data.

This survey was able to further quantify community attitudes towards

advertising in a general sense, and further explore whether the standards for
advertising held by the community differed depending on the commercial or social
marketing context of the advertisement.

The following chapter reviews the methodology used for Phase Two of this research.
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5 PHASE TWO: EVALUATING THE TAXONOMY OF ETHICAL ISSUES –
METHODOLOGY
This chapter presents the methodology for the second phase of this research. A
community-based survey was conducted to evaluate the taxonomy of ethical issues
developed during Phase One of this research. The objectives for Phase Two are
reviewed, as are the research population and sample, and the development and
administration of the survey. Following this, the chapter discusses the methods of
data analysis and the issues of data quality and ethical concerns.

The chapter

concludes that the methods selected for the second phase of this study were
appropriate to meet the overall objectives of this survey.
5.1

Objectives of Phase Two

There were three objectives for Phase Two of this research:
1. Test a broad range of ethical principles that emerged from the results of the
focus groups
2. Determine whether the community standards for the messages and appeals
used in advertising varied in regard to the commercial or social marketing
context of the advertisement
3. Explore the community’s awareness of advertising rules in Australia,
including previous (if any) complaining behaviour

The achievement of these objectives will build on the evidence-based data from
Phase One of this research by quantifying community attitudes and perceptions
towards the images and messages used in advertising.
5.2

The Sample

To achieve the objectives of this Phase, a community-based survey was conducted
with adult members of the local Illawarra community. The following section will
discuss the research population, the representativeness of this population and finally,
the overall participant numbers and response rate achieved.
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5.2.1

Research population and sample frame

The research population for this study was adults living in the Illawarra LGA. A
purchased electronic White Pages Directory database for the Illawarra LGA was used
as the sampling frame. Although it would have been preferable to utilise the
electronic electoral roll as the sample frame, it was unavailable for this research.
Therefore, the electronic White Pages Directory database was the most representative
available at the time. The database consisted of 6,097 addresses.

Following the

removal of incomplete, duplicate and invalid addresses, 5,149 addresses were
available. From these, 4,000 were randomly selected to be the sample population.
This number of addresses was used due to restrictions in the research budget.
5.2.2

Representativeness of sample

As noted in Section 3.2.2, the demographic profile of the Illawarra LGA is similar to
that of the national demographic profile; therefore the use of this population should
not be considered a major limitation in the study. It was found that the respondents
for this survey were representative of the Illawarra LGA in basic demographics such
as age, religion and education level, despite the restrictions of the White Pages
Directory database being used as a sampling frame (more details on the
demographics of the survey participants can be found in Section 6.1.1).
5.2.3

Mail-out process and response rates

Each household in the sample population was sent an envelope addressed “to the
Householder”.

The envelope included a copy of the survey, a respondent

information sheet, a consent form and a reply-paid envelope (see Appendix 19-21 for
copies of the survey, respondent information sheet and consent form).

The

information sheet explained the purpose of the study and requested that any member
of the household over the age of 18 years complete the survey. The information
sheet also informed potential respondents that by returning a completed survey and
consent form, they would be eligible to enter a prize draw.

It is not unusual for mail out surveys, such as that undertaken in this study, to suffer
from low response rates (McDaniel and Gates, 2002). The expected response rate for
this survey was approximately 15% based on previous mail out survey research
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utilising the same database (Hall and Jones, 2008). To assist in increasing the
response rate, five strategies were implemented based on a range of tactics suggested
by McDaniel and Gates (2002), which were also used by Hall and Jones (2008):
1. The inclusion of a reply paid envelope to return the survey at no financial cost
to participants
2. The offer of an opportunity to enter a prize draw to win one of three, $200
Coles-Myer vouchers
3. Multiple mailings of the survey
4. A cover letter clearly explaining to participants what the study was about and
why they were a recipient
5. Highlighting the University as well as ensuring that participants were able to
contact the project supervisor and the University of Wollongong Human
Ethics Committee if they had any issues with the research process

The survey was distributed in two rounds. In the first round, the survey was mailed
out to the 4,000 randomly selected addresses. Of these, 45 surveys were returned
‘Return to Sender’ and 18 ‘Address Unknown’. All 63 of these addresses were
subsequently removed from the database. A total of 347 surveys were returned
‘Insufficient Address’. Australia Post advised that this was due to the address not
being a stand-alone property, but a block of units and therefore the survey could not
be delivered.

The number of valid responses that were returned equalled 656. Of these, 327
participants included their address on their consent form which was separated on
arrival by a research assistant. The research assistant then marked this address off
the database so the household would not receive a second survey during the next
round of distributions.

In the second round, the survey was distributed to a total of 3,608 households. This
number was made up of the original 4,000 addresses minus the 329 addresses known
(due to participants including it on their consent form, including the invalid
responses), and the 63 addresses removed from the database (due to either a ‘Return
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to Sender’ or ‘Address Unknown’. The 347 insufficient address returned in the first
round were redistributed to by adding a ‘1/’ in front of the address to ensure that it
would be delivered to the unit address. It is acknowledged that while this method
was not random, it was not possible to know the number of units present at each
address and therefore a randomly selected unit number could not be used.

From the second round of distribution, 19 surveys were returned ‘Return to Sender’,
29 ‘Address Unknown’ and 75 ‘Insufficient Address’. These addresses were not the
same as the ones identified in the first round and were subsequently removed from
database. A total of 216 valid responses were returned in round two. A cut off date
for data collection was established and although twelve surveys were received after
that time, they were not included, as the data analysis was already underway.

From the sample population of 4,000, the total number of valid responses returned
was 872, a response rate of 21.8%. When the 176 non contacts were excluded, an
overall response rate of 22.8% was obtained, which was higher than the expected
return rate of approximately 15%.
5.3

The Questionnaire

The development of this survey provided the opportunity to evaluate the original
taxonomy, explore the items within the taxonomy in greater depth, and to measure
the prevalence of attitudes towards these items within a wider population sample
(Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007). The survey was divided into five sections;
advertising in general, messages and appeals used in both commercial advertising
and in social marketing advertising contexts, complaining behaviour, and
demographics.

The following will discuss the purpose of each section of the survey, the items
included in that section and the response formats used. This will provide an accurate
picture of the survey instrument as well as justification of why it was constructed in
this manner.
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5.4

Section One – Advertising in General

5.4.1

Items Included in Section One

The purpose of Section One of the survey was to measure respondents’ attitudes
towards general issues relevant to advertising. All seven of the items in this section
were based on the results of the focus groups conducted in Phase One of the
research. The issue of offence was the focus of questions one to four in this section.
Two of these questions referred to consumers’ responses (for example, Question 2:
‘People who are offended by advertisements are too sensitive’), and two to
advertisers’ intentions (for example, Question 3: ‘Advertisers are sometimes
unaware that their advertisements may be offensive’). The remaining three questions
related to advertising that is misleading, advertising’s influence on children’s
behaviour, and moral standards in advertising.
5.4.2

Response Formats Used in Section One

Participants were asked to rate their level of agreement with each of the seven items
in Section One on a five point Likert scale with responses ranging from 1-Strongly
Disagree to 5-Strongly Agree.

An example of how the items appeared in the

questionnaire is below.

Neither
Strongly

Agree nor

Strongly

Disagree

Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Agree

1

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

5

1. There are sometimes advertisements
in the media that people find offensive.
2. People who are offended by
advertisements are too sensitive
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5.5

Section Two – Commercial and Social Marketing Advertising

5.5.1

Items Included in Section Two

The purpose of this section of the survey was twofold. First, to quantify issues raised
by participants in the focus groups, allowing a greater understanding of the range of
attitudes held by participants. Second, to explore whether attitudes altered when the
context of the advertisements changed, that is, commercial versus social marketing
advertising. This distinction would provide evidence on how the context of the
advertisement affects participants’ attitudes towards each item tested. Each item
included in this section of the survey was based on the focus group results.

In order to identify whether the context of the advertisement played a significant role
in the attitudes towards the issues tested, 12 identical items were included for both
forms of advertising. These were: ‘coarse language’,’ nudity’, ‘portray people in a
particular way’, ‘violence’, ‘stereotype or make fun of people’, ‘unsafe behaviour’,
‘directly target children’, ‘women as sex objects’, ‘men as sex objects’, ‘distressing
or frightening images’, ‘illegal behaviour’ and ‘making fun of well known people’.
In addition to these 12 items, the same qualitative question was included for both
commercial and social marketing advertising.

An additional six items were included specific to commercial advertising which
examined the issues of: ‘celebrities endorsing junk food products’, ‘celebrities
endorsing healthy food products’, ‘celebrities endorsing products other than food’,
‘advertising unhealthy foods’ and ‘undermining parental authority’. An additional
two items were included specific to social marketing advertising which examined the
issues of: ‘celebrities endorsing messages’ and ‘the use shock tactics or graphic
images’.
5.5.2

Response Formats Used in Section Two

Participants were asked to rate their level of agreement with the quantitative items in
Section Two on a five point Likert scale, with responses ranging from 1-Strongly
Disagree to 5-Strongly Agree as for Section One of the survey.
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It is important to note that within this Section, the term “social marketing” was
replaced with “social education”. This was based on members of the focus groups
not communicating a clear understanding of what was meant by social marketing
advertising. When expressing opinions regarding social marketing advertising for
healthy foods, healthy lifestyle or exercise, focus group participants often referred to
commercial products such as ‘McDonald’s Healthy Choices’, ‘Subway’ and also
calorie controlled ready to eat meals such as ‘Lean Cuisine’. Although the focus
group method allowed for moderators to interject and explain what was meant by
advertising for health promotion or healthy eating, an anonymous mail out survey
does not. Thus, it was important to be explicit in regards to the type of advertising
participants were being asked about. For the items about commercial advertising,
this was done in the following way:
For the following questions, we are interested in your views on what is
acceptable for advertising for commercial products such as cars, food,
alcohol or clothing.

For the items about social marketing advertising, the explanation was given in the
following way:
For the following questions, we are interested in your views on what is
acceptable for social education and health promotion advertisements
such as anti-speeding, safe drinking, anti -smoking or healthy eating.

Participants were provided the opportunity to explain or clarify their responses, and
to express any concerns that were held about the issue through the inclusion on a
qualitative question for both commercial and social marketing advertising. This
question was presented in the following way (once for commercial advertising and
once for social marketing advertising):

18. Please indicate below some of the reasons for your views on the above issues or any
comments you would like to make in relation to advertising for commercial products.
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5.6
5.6.1

Section Three – Complaining Behaviour
Items Included in Section Three

The purpose of Section Three was to investigate the level of awareness in the
community regarding the existence of advertising rules in Australia, as well as to
explore who the community believed was the body responsible for receiving
complaints about advertising, and to identify any previous complaining behaviour of
participants. This data can be used to ascertain any gaps in knowledge present in the
community regarding the purpose and existence of the ASB.

There were six items included in this section that related specifically to advertising
rules (for example ‘As far as you know, are there rules about what is allowed in
advertising in Australia?’), and complaining behaviour (for example ‘Have you ever
made a complaint about advertising?’). The questions were purposefully written in
neutral language so as to not bias participants towards a particular answer as seen in
other surveys on consumer attitudes towards advertising regulation.

For example, a survey of American’s attitudes towards advertising asked “How do
you feel about the amount of regulation which the government currently places on
advertising?”, and found that 71% of respondents felt that the amount of current
level of government regulation was either too much or just right. The study also
found that 57% of respondents either strongly or somewhat agreed with the
statement: “Advertising regulation should be done by the advertising industry
through its member associations rather than by the government”, (Shavitt, Lowrey
and Haefner, 1998 pg 13).

However the terminology used in these questions

assumed respondents knew and understood the concept of advertising regulation as
well as the differences that exist between government and industry regulation. It is
possible that the wording of that survey may have biased the respondents into
reporting more industry friendly responses. The questions in the survey for this
study did not specifically ask about regulation or who was responsible for it, as this
would be counter productive to achieving the third objective of the survey, that is, to
identify levels of knowledge the public have regarding the existence of advertising
rules.
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There has been minimal independent community based research in Australia on the
issues of advertising regulation and the complaining behaviour of Australians. Due
to this, there are scant survey instruments available to be utilized in this research.
There are however, numerous calls for an increase the public awareness of the
complaints system in Australia (Australian Senate Standing Committee on
Environment, Communications and the Arts, 2008; Advertising Standards Bureau,
2009a; FCAI, 2004). By quantifying the public’s awareness of advertising rules and
the complaint system for advertising in Australia, the questions in this section
attempt to address the gaps in knowledge that currently exist.
5.6.2

Response Formats Used in Section Three

Of the six items in Section Three, four were qualitative and two were quantitative.
The use of primarily qualitative items ensured participants were not potentially
biased by leading response options. An example of a qualitative question is as
follows:

2. Who could you complain to about an advertisement you object to?

5.7
5.7.1

Section Four – Demographics
Items included in Section Four

The purpose of Section Four was to collect basic demographic data and other
information regarding individual behaviours, including participants’ media use and
previous (if any) complaining behaviour. The collection of these independent
variables allowed trends to be identified during the data analysis process, and a
comparison of the demographics of the study sample to the research population to be
conducted to ascertain whether the results could be generalised to the greater
community.

The items included in this section were primarily based on questions from the
Australian Bureau of Statistics 2006 Census. These eight questions covered age,
gender, place of birth, main language spoken at home, religion, occupation,
education level and marital status. Participants were also asked if they were parents,
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to investigate whether being a parent would affect the views towards advertising
content. Questions 10 to 13 asked participants about the frequency of their media
use including television, radio, newspapers and magazines.
5.7.2

Response formats used in Section Four

Section Four of the survey included both quantitative and qualitative questions. The
inclusion of qualitative items when collecting demographic data prevented
participants from being restricted to a pre-determined set of responses that may not
have been relevant to them.

It also ensured the survey instrument was not

unnecessarily long or potentially confusing by including a large number of response
options, particularly for the items of religion and occupation. An example of how a
quantitative and a quantitative question were asked is as follows:

1. What is your gender?
 Male

 Female

5. What is your religion? (please state)

5.8

Critically Evaluating the Survey Instrument

The critical evaluation of this survey was completed in two ways. The first through
the use of a focus group to read through and assess the survey content and the second
through the pilot testing of the survey. This process was important to determine
whether each question was necessary, whether the questionnaire was too long, and
whether the questions would provide the data required to achieve the research
objectives (McDaniel and Gates, 2002).

A convenient sample of six academic staff and research assistants external to the
project formed a small focus group to read through the survey. This was followed by
a discussion of any issues or components of the survey that may be problematic,
which included such things as the survey’s length, the design, and also the wording
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of some questions. These were addressed and the survey instrument was amended
accordingly. A second and final focus group resulted in a positive response from all
members. The survey was then taken to the next stage of the process of critical
evaluation – the pilot test.

Pilot tests are most effective when they are conducted with a sample that is
somewhat representative of the wider target population of the survey (McDaniel and
Gates, 2002).

For this pilot study, a convenient sample of 25 individuals was

recruited to complete the survey. Potential respondents were contacted in person by
the author and asked to participate. If they agreed, they were provided with an
information sheet, a consent form and a copy of the survey. As a thank you for their
time, respondents received a $5 coffee voucher upon receipt of their completed
survey.

Respondents were asked to complete the survey and also to provide feedback on any
issues they believed to be problematic, particularly in relation to the length of the
survey and whether the wording of the questions was clear. Respondents did not
raise any concerns regarding the length of the survey or the comprehension of the
questions. One respondent’s, however, noted a small grammatical error which was
amended before the final survey was printed. The results of the pilot test were
promising; with both the quantitative and qualitative data reflecting issues raised
within the focus groups (see van Putten and Jones, 2008, for further details on the
results on the pilot study).
5.9
5.9.1

Data Analysis Strategy
Summarising and Reducing Data

There were three independent variables (religion, education and media use) that were
summarised to ensure that the data provided meaningful results. For religion, there
were several Christian-based religions nominated by participants (apart from
Anglicanism or Catholicism), and the numbers in these groups were not substantial
enough to justify their inclusion as single categories within this variable. Therefore,
a combined group of ‘other Christian’ was created to include all participants who
noted a Christian-based religion other than Anglican of Catholic. The same process
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occurred for participants who stated that they did have a religion but it was not
Christian, such as Muslim, Buddhism or Judaism. These were combined to form a
group known as ‘other’.

For the variable of education, participants were able to select one of eight categories.
To aid data analysis, these categories were reduced to three: ‘University Education’,
‘Other Tertiary Study’ (such as a Trade Certificate from a Technical College), and
‘High School Only’. The other independent variable that was adjusted during the
data analysis phase was that of media use. Participants were asked how regularly
they watched television, listened to the radio, read magazines and read the
newspaper. An individual’s level of media use was given a code from zero (no
media use reported) to four (used all forms of media). This new code was then used
as the independent variable to analyse against the dependent variables of the survey.
5.9.2

Descriptive Level Analysis

All data collected was entered into Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
version 16, for analysis. Basic descriptive analysis such as frequency of responses
was completed on all independent variables. These results can be found in Chapter
6. 1.1 where the details of the study sample are presented.
5.9.3

Relationship Analysis

The results of this survey can be used to describe and quantify the attitudes and
beliefs of respondents in regard to issues in advertising previously highlighted as
problematic.

As the independent variables were categorical, Chi square tests were run to
determine whether there were any significant differences between groups. To assist
in this process, the original five responses in the Likert scale were reduced three:
Agree, Neutral and Disagree. This was to improve interpretability and it was decided
that would be more meaningful to analyse the difference between those who did and
did not agree with the items in the questionnaire, rather than analysing the
differences between those who, for example, strongly agree and those who agree.
Chi Square tests were run on all items for the questions regarding advertising in
general, commercial advertising, social marketing advertising and, knowledge of
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advertising rules and complaining behaviour. To determine whether context had an
effect on respondents’ attitudes towards advertising messages and appeals, Chi
Square tests were run on the 12 items that were tested in both the commercial and
social marketing advertising questions. Following this, a factor analysis on the items
tested for commercial and social marketing advertising was completed.
5.9.3.1 Commercial Advertising
A number of tests were run to determine the reliability of the responses for
participants’ attitudes towards commercial advertising. Initially, Cronbach’s Alpha
(0.878) based on the 17 standardised items was calculated. Following this, an interitem correlation matrix was run on all 17 items related to commercial advertising. It
was found that two items (‘acceptable for celebrities to endorse healthy food
products in a commercial advertisement’ and ‘acceptable for celebrities to endorse
other products that are not food in a commercial advertisement’) had very low interitem correlations with all other items except each other with scores ranging from 0.01 – 0.11, and 0.05 – 0.24 respectively, none of which reached the accepted score
of 0.3. This was confirmed with low item-to-total correlations of 0.083 and 0.274
respectively, not reaching the accepted score of 0.5.

Following consultation with a University of Wollongong statistician, it was
considered appropriate to exclude these two items. Once excluded, for the remainder
of the items, it was found that the majority of inter-item correlation coefficients were
between 0.20 and 0.50 and none exceeded 0.95. Most of the item-total correlations
were also appropriate ranging from 0.44 to 0.74. The Cronbach’s α for the scale
once the two items were removed was 0.853, indicating an appropriate level of
internal consistency.

Factor analysis using varimax rotation was then performed to group the remaining 15
items which identified three factors explaining 57.4% of the variance in the scores.
The first factor included seven items that represent attitudes towards the manner in
which people are portrayed in commercial advertising. The second factor included
four items that represent the depiction of potentially harmful behaviours and images
in commercial advertising. The third factor included four items that represent
attitudes towards commercial advertising and children.
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5.9.3.2 Social Marketing Advertising
A number of tests were run to determine the reliability of the responses for
respondents’ attitudes towards social marketing advertising.

An inter-item

correlation matrix was run on all 14 items related to social marketing. Unlike the
items for commercial advertising, all items had an acceptable inter-item correlations
as well as acceptable item-to-total correlations of 0.378 and higher, and no items
were removed. It was found that the majority of inter-item correlation coefficients
were between 0.200 and 0.600 and none exceeded 0.97. Most of the item-total
correlations were also appropriate ranging from 0.378 to 0.737. The Cronbach’s α
was 0.903, indicating an appropriate level of internal consistency.

Factor analysis using varimax rotation was then performed to group the 14 items,
which identified two factors explaining 58.791% of the variance in the scores. The
first factor included seven items that represent attitudes towards the manner in which
people are portrayed in social marketing advertising. The second factor included
seven items that represent the depiction of potentially harmful behaviours and images
in social marketing advertising, as well as the item relating to celebrity endorsement.

The three factors for commercial advertising and the two for social marketing
advertising were then used as the dependent variables in the data analysis. To
calculate the new dependent variables, the total scores for each item within a factor
were added and the mean of that score was taken. One way ANOVAs were then
completed to determine whether the independent variables (age, gender, religious
affiliation, education, being a parent, media use and previous complaining behaviour)
were predictors of respondents’ attitudes towards the new dependent variables.
Confidence intervals of 95% were utilised for all tests, therefore any p value
≤0.05
demonstrates significant differences between the independent and dependent
variables being analysed.
5.9.4

Quality of Data

To demonstrate the quality of the survey data, the issues of validity and reliability
need to be addressed. The survey instrument had a high level of content (or face)
validity which suggests the questions in the instrument were unambiguous and clear
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(Burns and Grove, 2001). This was achieved through the focus groups run during
the construction of the instrument and the pilot test. Participants in both the focus
groups and the pilot study were independent of the research, ensuring there was a
level of objectivity, which is necessary to reduce the potential for this form of
validity to be weak (Mathers and Huang, 1998).

Survey results suggest that the demographic profile of the study respondents is
similar to the underlying population in the Illawarra LGA. On the basis of these
results, it is possible to suggest that the views of the survey respondents may be
representative of the wider Illawarra community; therefore there is a level of external
validity present in this survey (Burns and Grove, 2001).

Apart from validity, the other measure for quality of data is reliability, and for a
study to be valid, it also needs to be reliable. Reliability refers to the level of
consistency and replicability of the research process (Mathers and Huan, 2006). As
previously noted the survey’s internal consistency was examined through Cronbach’s
α. The results of the survey (including the pilot study), reflected the main themes
that emerged from the focus groups, suggesting that the instrument was able to
reproduce similar results and was therefore reliable.

The instrument used in this study was able to produce quality data based on the tests
of validity and reliability. The instrument has demonstrated high levels of external
validity as well as internal content validity. Due to the lack of previous studies that
have researched the issue of community standards for advertising, there are no
previous standards to which this measure can be compared resulting in an inability to
show criterion validity. Despite this, there was a level of consistency within the data
produced from the focus groups, the pilot study and the main survey itself, which
suggests that the instrument was reliable.
5.10 Ethical Issues Specific to Phase Two
Throughout Phase Two, the primary ethical concerns centred on informed consent,
confidentiality of respondents and the secure storage of data. All households in the
sample population received an information sheet and a consent form as well as the
community-based survey. During the recruitment process, all potential respondents
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were informed that they were under no obligation to participate in the research,
however if they chose to participate, they would be entered into a prize draw. For
this to occur, respondents were asked to provide contact details (for the prize draw
only) on their signed consent form.

This raised ethical concerns regarding the

potential identification of data, however, all data collected during the course of the
research was processed in a way that protected respondents’ identity. Consent forms
were separated from survey responses by a research assistant upon their return to the
University, and were then securely stored separately from the surveys ensuring no
identification of data was possible.
5.11 Constraints and Limitations
There were four main limitations identified in Phase Two of this research. The first
was the lack of random sampling used due to the use of an electronic White Pages
Directory database as the sampling frame, which means that the sampling frame
excluded people who do not have a letterbox. In addition to this, there were 347
insufficient addresses from the first mail out to which “1/”was added to the front of
the address to make delivery viable. While both of these issues have been previously
noted as a limitation, it is important to note that research decisions in relation to this
point were heavily influenced by budget and resource restrictions.

As with Phase One, the restriction of the study population to the Illawarra LGA is a
limitation. However, as noted in Chapter 3, the demographic profile of the Illawarra
is similar to that of the nation and therefore should not be considered a major
limitation of this research.

The third limitation to this study was the response rate of approximately 22.9%. It is
recognised that compared to some international studies using similar methods, the
response rate appears low (see Hoek and Gendall, 2003). However the response rate
in this survey was substantially higher than the anticipated 15% based on that
obtained in the Hall and Jones (2008) study utilising the same sampling frame. On
the basis of this, it appears that the strategies implemented to increase the response
rate were successful.
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The final limitation was the limited measures of validity within the survey. It is
important to reiterate that this was a novel community-based survey, and there has
not been a survey to date that has tested a similar range of issues as well as the
contextual element of advertising. Therefore there were some levels of validity (such
as criterion validity) that could not be measured. Despite this, there were high levels
of both content and external validity evident, the internal consistency was good, and
the instrument was found to be reliable.
5.12 Conclusion
The second Phase in this research project was designed to evaluate the taxonomy of
ethical issues in advertising developed in Phase One. To achieve this, quantitative
research was undertaken following the second phase of Creswell and Plano Clark’s
(2007) ‘Exploratory Design: Taxonomy Development Model’. A community-based
survey was developed to quantify community attitudes towards advertising in
general, issues specific to the context of commercial or social marketing advertising,
and to explore the community’s awareness of advertising rules in Australia and any
previous complaining behaviour. The data was entered into SPSS and a range of
statistical tests were conducted. A number of quality issues were addressed during
the design and conduct of the research including measures of validity and reliability.
There were a small number of ethical issues and limitations associated with this
research, and these were managed to ensure that the community-based survey
achieved the overall research objectives.

The following chapter provides the results of the community-based survey.
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6 RESULTS – COMMUNITY-BASED SURVEY
This chapter presents the results of the community-based survey with a focus on
advertising in general, and issues relevant to both commercial and social marketing
advertising, as well as complaining behaviour and knowledge about advertising rules
in Australia. The results show that the study sample was more accepting of the
images and messages tested in the context of social marketing advertising than in the
context of commercial advertising.

Despite this, there was not a high level of

acceptance of these images and messages overall. It was found that five of the seven
variables used to analyse the data (age, gender, religious affiliation, level of
education and being a parent) produced the most significant differences in opinion.
The level of awareness of advertising rules in Australia was high among the study
sample; however, there was limited knowledge in relation to the appropriate
complaints body for advertising in Australia. The results of this community-based
survey provide an insight into the public’s view about advertising images and
messages, as well as complaining behaviour, in an Australian context.
6.1

Review of Method

As noted in Chapter 5, the community-based survey was designed to quantify the
attitudes expressed by focus group members during the first phase of this study. By
building on the results of Phase One, the survey will enable a substantial
understanding of community standards for advertising in Australia.

The profile of each independent variable used in the data analysis process is reported
on first. This is followed by the frequency and Chi square results for each item in the
questions for advertising in general, commercial and social marketing advertising,
and then the factor analysis. Finally, the results for questions related to complaining
behaviour will be presented.
6.1.1

Independent Variables

Seven independent variables were used in the data analysis for the survey. Five were
demographic factors (gender, age, religious affiliation, level of education and being a
parent), and two were aspects of respondents’ behaviours (level of media use and
previous complaining behaviour).
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Gender and Age
Of the 872 respondents, 39.8% were male and 60.2% female. There were a greater
proportion of females than males aged 18-54 years, and more males than females
aged over 55 years (see Table 6.1).
Table 6.1: Sample population by age and gender
Age

All (%)

Male (%)

Female (%)

18-24 years

7.7

6.0

8.6

25-34 years

12.1

8.2

14.8

35-44 years

16.6

12.4

19.2

45-54 years

20.9

20.5

21.2

55-64 years

18.9

20.2

18.0

65-74 years

13.3

16.9

11.0

75 years +

9.0

14.2

5.6

Did Not State (DNS)

1.4

1.5

1.4

The age distribution of the sample population was similar to the underlying
population of the Illawarra LGA (see Table 6.2), with two minor exceptions. It can
be seen that the proportion of participants in the 18-24 years old group was slightly
lower and the 55-64 years old group slightly higher in the study sample.
Table 6.2: Break down of sample population compared to the local and national adult
population by age
Sample

Illawarra

Population (%)

LGA (%)

18-24 years

7.7

11.2

12.4

25-34 years

12.1

14.7

17.7

35-44 years

16.6

18.0

19.4

45-54 years

20.9

18.3

18.4

55-64 years

18.9

15.7

14.5

65-74 years

13.3

11.9

9.1

75 years +

9.0

10.3

8.4

Age
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Australia (%)

Religious Affiliation
Approximately one quarter (23.7%) of the sample identified as having no religious
affiliation. The most common religion identified by respondents was Catholicism
(23.4%) followed by Anglicanism (20.5%). The three groups Anglican, Catholic and
No Religion accounted for over two thirds of the study population (see Table 6.3)
and, as seen in Chapter 3 (Table 3.1), they were also the top three groups identified
in the local Illawarra LGA.

As noted in Section 5.9, due to the large number of religious affiliations and the
small numbers in many of the groups, the independent variable for religion was recoded into five categories: ‘Catholic’, ‘Anglican’, ‘No Religion’, ‘Other Christian’
(eg: Uniting Church and Baptist) and ‘Other’ (including all other religious
affiliations eg: Buddhist and Islam).
Table 6.3: Sample population by religion categories
Religious Affiliation

All %

Male %

Female %

Anglican

20.5

19.7

21.2

Catholic

23.4

23.9

22.8

Other Christian

21.5

21.5

21.6

No Religion

23.7

20.6

25.8

'Other'

10.9

14.2

8.8

Level of Education
Overall, the sample population had a high level of education, with 71% of
respondents stating that they had completed some form of tertiary study (see Table
6.4). Of the remaining respondents, 27.8% had a high school education only, and
1.2% either ticked ‘Other’ or did not answer the question.
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Table 6.4: Sample population by education
Highest Level of Qualification

All %

Male %

Female %

Yr 11 Or Less

20.5

18.4

21.6

HSC, Yr 12 Or Equivalent

7.3

13.0

3.6

Trade Certificate

13.7

12.4

14.6

Other Certificate

15.5

11.2

18.4

Assoc Or Undergrad Diploma

10.4

10.3

10.4

Bachelors Degree Or Higher

31.4

33.8

29.7

Other

0.6

0.3

0.8

Did Not State

0.6

0.3

0.6

Similar to the ‘religion’ variable, a new grouping for education was created,
combining the education groups into three categories (see Table 6.5).
Table 6.5: Sample population by new education grouping
Highest Level of Qualification

All %

Male %

Female %

High School Only

27.8

31.4

25.2

Other Tertiary Study

40.8

34.8

45.1

University Education

31.4

33.8

29.7

Being a Parent
Approximately 80% of the sample (77.6% of males and 81.6% of females) stated
they had children.

Level of Media Use
The survey included four questions regarding media use. Participants were asked if
they regularly watched television, listened to the radio, read magazines or read
newspapers. Almost all respondents (95.7%) said they regularly watched television,
81.9% said they regularly listened to the radio, 54.3% regularly read magazines and
82.4% regularly read the newspaper. Each affirmative response received a score of
one, thus scores ranged between zero (‘No’ to all four questions) and four (‘Yes’ to
all four questions). Less than 1% of the sample had a media use score of ‘0’ (see
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Table 6.6), and scores of ‘3’ or ‘4’ were the most common (37.8% and 40.9%
respectively).
Table 6.6: Break down of sample population by media score
Score for Media Use

All %

Male %

Female %

0

0.7

0.6

0.8

1

3.5

3.3

3.6

2

17.1

19.1

15.9

3

37.8

37.9

37.8

4

40.9

39.1

41.9

Previous Complaining Behaviour
Less than 10% of the total sample stated that they have ever made a complaint about
advertising, slightly higher for males than females (10.9% compared to 7.7%).
6.2

Advertising in General

The following section presents the results from Section One of the survey addressing
advertising in general. This section provides an analysis of the total sample before
providing a more detailed picture of the data in relation to gender, age, religion,
education, being a parent, media use and previous complaining behaviour. Only the
significant results in the data will be discussed.
6.2.1

Sometimes there are advertisements in the media that people find offensive

The majority of respondents (93.9%) agreed with this statement (see Table 6.7), with
level of agreement increasing linearly by education level (χ2 = 10.300, p = 0.036).
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Table 6.7: Frequency data for Question 1

Sometimes there are advertisements in
the media that people find offensive
People who are offended by
advertisements are too sensitive
Advertisers are sometimes unaware that
their advertisements may be offensive

Disagree

Neither

Agree

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

26 (3.0)

27 (3.1)

812 (93.9)

553 (63.9)

174 (20.1)

139 (16.0)

463 (53.7)

108 (12.5)

292 (33.8)

62 (7.2)

91 (10.5)

711 (82.3)

17 (2.0)

32 (3.7)

817 (94.3)

26 (3.0)

53 (6.1)

788 (90.9)

20 (2.3)

51 (5.9)

797 (91.8)

Some advertisements intentionally
create advertisements that they know
will cause offence
Advertisements are sometimes
misleading or deceptive about the
product
Advertisements sometimes encourage
behaviours in children that are
inappropriate for their age
Moral standards should be considered
when creating advertisements

6.2.2

People who are offended by advertisements are too sensitive

Approximately two thirds of respondents (63.86%) disagreed with this statement (see
Table 6.7). Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 12.074, p
= 0.002); as were older respondents (χ2 = 64.477, p < 0.001); respondents who
identified as having a religion (χ2 = 19.439, p = 0.013); parents (χ2 = 34.699, p <
0.001) and respondents who had previously made a complaint about advertising (χ2 =
9.877, p = 0.007).
6.2.3

Advertisers are sometimes unaware that their advertisements may be
offensive

Approximately half of respondents (53.65%) disagreed with this statement (see Table
6.7). Responses did not differ significantly for any of the independent variables.
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6.2.4

Some advertisements intentionally create advertisements that they know will
cause offence

The majority of respondents (82.29%) agreed with this statement (see Table 6.7),
with respondents with post-high school education more likely to agree than those
with a high school only education (χ2 = 20.292, p < 0.001).
6.2.5

Advertisements are sometimes misleading or deceptive about the product

The majority of respondents (94.34%) agreed with this statement (see Table 6.7).
Responses did not differ significantly for any of the independent variables.
6.2.6

Advertisements sometimes encourage behaviours in children that are
inappropriate for their age

The majority of respondents (90.89%) agreed with this statement (see Table 6.7),
with older respondents more likely to agree than younger respondents (χ2 = 31.008, p
= 0.006).
6.2.7

Moral standards should be considered when creating advertisements

The majority of respondents (91.82%) agreed this statement (see Table 6.7). Older
respondents more likely to agree, with level of agreement increasing linearly with
age (χ2 = 34.545, p = 0.002), as were respondents who identified as having a religion
(χ2 = 28.381, p < 0.001); those without a University education (χ2 = 29.028, p <
0.001), and those who were parents (χ2 = 17.010, p < 0.001).
6.2.8

Summary – Advertising in General

In response to the questions related to advertising in general, 90% of the sample
believed that there are advertisements in the media that are offensive, encourage
inappropriate behaviour in children and are misleading and deceptive. Also, over
90% of the sample believed that morals should be considered when creating
advertisements and over 80% believed advertisers intentionally create offensive
advertisements. Almost two thirds of respondents did not believe that those who do
find advertisements offensive are too sensitive and more than half did not believe
that advertisers are sometimes unaware that their advertisements may be offensive’.
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As seen in Table 6.8, significant differences were found in three items for both age
and education level, two items for religion and one item for gender, being a parent
and having made a complaint. The level of media use variable did not produce any
significant differences between groups for questions relating to advertising in
general. These results are the first step towards answering the first objective of Phase
Two relating to testing the taxonomy of ethical issues.
Table 6.8: Summary of the independent variables that showed a significant different
for advertising in general
Age

Gender

Religion

Education

Parents

Media

Complainers

Sometimes
advertisements in
media that people
find offensive

-

-

-



-

-

-

People who are
offended by
advertisements are
too sensitive







-



-



Advertisers are
sometimes unaware
that their
advertisements may
be offensive

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Some advertisements
intentionally create
advertisements that
they know will cause
offence

-

-

-



-

-

-

Advertisements are
sometimes
misleading or
deceptive about the
product

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Advertisements
sometimes encourage
behaviours in
children that are
inappropriate for
their age



-

-

-

-

-

-



-







-

-

Moral standards
should be considered
when creating
advertisements
 p<0.05
  p<0.001
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6.3

Commercial Advertising

The following section presents the significant results from Section Two of the survey
addressing commercial advertising. This section will provide analysis of the total
sample before providing a more detailed picture of the data in relation to gender, age,
religion, education, being a parent, media use and previous complaining behaviour.
The frequency results in this section will be referring to Table 6.9 (see below).
Table 6.9: Frequency data for Question 2
Disagree

Neither

Agree

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

Coarse language

732 (84.4)

75 (8.7)

60 (6.9)

Nudity

670 (77.1)

124 (14.3)

75 (8.6)

Portray people in a particular way

366 (42.6)

261 (30.4)

233 (27.1)

Violence

731 (84.3)

71 (8.2)

65 (7.5)

Stereotype or make fun of people

703 (81.1)

96 (11.1)

68 (7.9)

Unsafe behaviour

694 (80.2)

82 (9.5)

89 (10.3)

Directly target children

561 (64.7)

158 (18.2)

148 (17.1)

601 (69.3)

173 (20.0)

93 (10.7)

61 (7.1)

139 (16.1)

664 (76.9)

than food

99 (11.5)

257 (29.8)

508 (58.8)

Women as sex objects

697 (80.3)

104 (12.0)

67 (7.7)

Men as sex objects

684 (78.8)

109 (12.6)

75 (8.6)

Distressing or frightening images

584 (67.4)

131 (15.1)

152 (17.6)

Illegal behaviour

686 (79.1)

110 (12.7)

71 (8.2)

Make fun of well known people

438 (50.6)

226 (26.1)

202 (23.3)

Advertise unhealthy foods

474 (54.6)

203 (23.4)

191 (22.0)

Undermine parental authority

780 (89.8)

55 (6.3)

34 (3.9)

Use celebrities to endorse junk food
products
Use celebrities to endorse healthy food
products
Use celebrities to endorse products other
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6.3.1

It is acceptable to use coarse language in a commercial advertisement

The majority of respondents (84.4%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 9.419, p =
0.009); as were those who identified with any of the religious affiliations (χ2 =
40.293, p < 0.001); those who were not University educated (χ2 = 26.395, p < 0.001);
and those who were parents (χ2 = 317.936, p < 0.001).
6.3.2

It is acceptable to show nudity in a commercial advertisement

Approximately three quarters of respondents (77.1%) disagreed with this statement
(see Table 6.9). Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 =
14.327, p < 0.001); as were those who identified as Christians (‘Anglicans’,
‘Catholics’ and ‘other Christians’) (χ2 = 44.539, p < 0.001); those were not
University educated (χ2 = 18.483, p < 0.001); and those who were parents (χ2 =
12.605, p = 0.002).
6.3.3

It is acceptable to portray people as having certain characteristics or behaving
in a certain way based on them being either male or female in a commercial
advertisement

Responses to this item were more evenly distributed than other items, with 42.6% of
respondents disagreeing with this statement, 30.4% neither agreeing nor disagreeing
and 27.1% agreeing with the statement (see Table 6.9). Females were significantly
more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 7.279, p = 0.026); as were those who
identified with any religious group (χ2 = 16.521, p = 0.035).
6.3.4

It is acceptable to use violence or violent images in a commercial
advertisement

The majority of respondents (84.3%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 8.990, p =
0.011); as were those aged over 45 years (χ2 = 41.419, p < 0.001); and those who
were parents (χ2 = 16.595, p < 0.001).
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6.3.5

It is acceptable to stereotype or make fun of particular groups of people in a
commercial advertisement

The majority of respondents (81.1%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 8.500, p =
0.014); as were older respondents with level of disagreement increasing linearly by
age (χ2 = 33.247, p = 0.003); those who identified as religious (χ2 = 17.054, p =
0.030), and those who were parents (χ2 = 20.996, p < 0.001).
6.3.6

It is acceptable to show unsafe behaviour in a commercial advertisement

The majority of respondents (80.1%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 10.440, p =
0.005); as were those aged 45 years and over (χ2 = 59.189, p < 0.001); those who
were not University educated (χ2 = 21.651, p < 0.001); and those who were parents
(χ2 = 18.732, p = 0.002).
6.3.7

It is acceptable to directly target children in a commercial advertisement

Approximately two thirds of respondents (64.7%) disagreed with this statement (see
Table 6.9). Respondents aged 45 years and over were significantly more likely to
disagree than those aged 18-44 years (χ2 = 60.179, p < 0.001); as were those who
were not University educated (χ2 = 23.537, p < 0.001), and those who were parents
(χ2 = 18.313, p < 0.001).
6.3.8

It is acceptable for celebrities to endorse junk food products in a commercial
advertisement

Approximately two thirds of respondents (69.3%) disagreed with this statement (see
Table 6.9). Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 =
7.019, p = 0.030); as were those aged 45 years and over (χ2 = 108.746, p < 0.001);
those who had a high school education only (χ2 = 27.492, p < 0.001); and those who
were parents (χ2 = 21.935, p = 0.002).
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6.3.9

It is acceptable for celebrities to endorse healthy food products in a
commercial advertisement

Approximately three quarters of respondents (76.9%) agreed with this statement (see
Table 6.9). Respondents aged 18-34 years were significantly more likely to agree
than those aged over 35 years (χ2 = 24.906, p = 0.036); as were those who were not
parents (χ2 = 6.825, p = 0.033).
6.3.10 It is acceptable for celebrities to endorse other products that are not food in a
commercial advertisement
More than half of respondents (58.8%) agreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Respondents who identified as Christians, and those who did not identify with any
religious affiliation, were significantly more likely than those whose religious
affiliation was categorised as ‘other’ to agree (χ2 = 15.917, p = 0.044); as were those
who were University educated (χ2 = 11.000, p = 0.027).
6.3.11 It is acceptable for advertising to show women as sex objects in a commercial
advertisement
The majority of respondents (80.3%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 16.264, p <
0.001); as were those aged 45 years and over (χ2 = 29.727, p = 0.008); those who
identified as Christians (χ2 = 20.336, p = 0.009); and those who were parents (χ2 =
23.442, p < 0.001).
6.3.12 It is acceptable for advertising to show men as sex objects in a commercial
advertisement
The majority of respondents (78.8%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 11.193, p =
0.004); as were those aged 45 years and over (χ2 = 39.012, p < 0.001); those who
identified as Christians (χ2 = 18.894, p = 0.011); and those who were parents (χ2 =
28.798, p < 0.001).
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6.3.13 It is acceptable to show images or messages that may be distressing or
frightening in a commercial advertisement
Approximately two thirds of respondents (67.4%) disagreed with this statement (see
Table 6.9). Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 =
9.333, p = 0.009); as were those who were parents (χ2 = 9.361, p = 0.009); and those
who stated they had previously made a complaint about advertising (χ2 = 6.480, p =
0.039).
6.3.14 It is acceptable to show illegal behaviour in a commercial advertisement
The majority of respondents (79.1%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Respondents who were older were significantly more likely than those who were
younger to disagree, with level of disagreement increasing linearly by age group (χ2
= 33.991, p = 0.002); as were those who were parents (χ2 = 16.996, p < 0.001); and
those who stated they had previously made a complaint (χ2 = 12.646, p = 0.002).
6.3.15 It is acceptable to make fun of well known people such as politicians or
celebrities in a commercial advertisement
Half of respondents (50.6%) disagreed with the statement (see Table 6.9). Females
were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 18.656, p < 0.001); as
were those who were older, with level of disagreement increasing linearly by age
group (χ2 = 43.526, p < 0.001); those who identified as Christians (χ2 = 43.526, p <
0.001); those without a University education (χ2 = 20.895, p < 0.001); and those who
were parents (χ2 = 24.226, p < 0.001).
6.3.16 It is acceptable to advertise unhealthy foods in a commercial advertisement
Approximately half of respondents (54.6%) disagreed with this statement (see Table
6.9). Those who were older were significantly more likely to disagree than those
who were younger, with level of disagreement increasing linearly by age group (χ2 =
153.491, p < 0.001); as were those who identified as having a religion (χ2 = 17.691, p
= 0.024); and those who were parents (χ2 = 26.906, p < 0.001). Those who were high
school educated only were more likely than those with other tertiary study to
disagree, who in turn were more likely than those with a University education to
disagree (χ2 = 37.438, p < 0.001).
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6.3.17 It is acceptable for commercial advertising to undermine the authority,
responsibility or judgement of parents/caregivers
The majority of respondents (89.8%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.9).
Those who were older were significantly more likely than those who were younger to
disagree, with level of disagreement increasing linearly by age group (χ2 = 40.275, p
< 0.001); as were those who identified as having a religion (χ2 = 17.627, p = 0.024);
and those who were parents (χ2 = 7.884, p = 0.019).
6.3.18 Summary
There was a clear community standard evident in the sample for what is considered
un/acceptable for commercial advertising images and messages. For 16 of the 17
items, more than 50% of the sample held the same opinion, and for more than 10
items, more than 75% of the sample was in agreement. There were two items that
the majority of respondents agreed were acceptable within commercial advertising,
‘Use celebrities to endorse healthy foods’ (76.9%) and ‘Use celebrities to endorse
products other than food’ (58.8%). While there appeared to be a general acceptance
of celebrities endorsing commercial products, this was not the case when the product
in question was junk food, with almost 70% believing it was unacceptable for
celebrities to endorse such products. For the item ‘Portray people in a particular
way’, opinion in the sample appeared to be divided. Although more respondents
disagreed that it was acceptable for commercial advertising to use such images and
messages (42.6%), 30.1% neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement, and a
similar percentage of respondents believed that it was acceptable (27.1%). For the
other 14 items, the majority of respondents (that is, more than 50% of the sample)
believed that it was unacceptable to use these 14 images and messages in commercial
advertising. These results are the next step towards answering the first objective of
Phase Two relating to testing the taxonomy of ethical issues.

As seen in Table 6.10, significant differences were found for all independent
variables tested with the exception of media usage. Age, gender, religion, education
and being a parent appeared to be the most influential variables in relation to
attitudes towards commercial advertising content. The most influential was parental
status, with significant differences found for 15 of the 17 items.
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Table 6.10: Summary of the independent variables that showed a significant different
for commercial advertising
Age

Gender

Religion

Education

Parents

Media

Complainers

Coarse language

-









-

-

Nudity

-









-

-

Portray people in a
particular way

-





-

-

-

Violence





-

-



-

-

Stereotype or make
fun of people







-



-

-

Unsafe behaviour





-





-

-

Directly target
children



-

-





-

-

Use celebrities to
endorse junk food
products





-





-

-

Use celebrities to
endorse healthy food
products



-

-

-



-

-

Use celebrities to
endorse products
other than food

-

-





-

-

-

Women as sex
objects







-



-

-

Men as sex objects







-



-

-

Distressing or
frightening images





-

-



-



Illegal behaviour



-

-

-



-



Make fun of well
known people











-

-

Advertise unhealthy
foods



-







-

-

Undermine parental
authority



-



-



-

-

6.4

Social Marketing Advertising

The following section presents the significant results from Section Two of the survey
in relation to social marketing advertising. This section will provide analysis of the
total sample before providing a more detailed picture of the data in relation to
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gender, age, religion, education, being a parent, media use and previous complaining
behaviour. The frequency results in this section will be referring to Table 6.11(see
below).
Table 6.11: Frequency data for Question 3
Disagree

Neither

Agree

n (%)

n (%)

n (%)

Coarse language

640 (74.2)

94 (10.9)

129 (15.0)

Nudity

567 (65.6)

145 (16.8)

153 (17.7)

Portray people in a particular way

346 (40.2)

213 (24.8)

301 (35.0)

Violence

458 (53.1)

99 (11.5)

306 (35.5)

Stereotype or make fun of people

647 (75.0)

99 (11.5)

117 (13.6)

Unsafe behaviour

394 (45.7)

96 (11.1)

372 (43.2)

Directly target children

266 (30.8)

145 (16.8)

452 (52.4)

Use celebrities to endorse messages

85 (9.9)

152 (17.7)

623 (72.4)

Women as sex objects

659 (76.3)

123 (14.2)

82 (9.5)

Men as sex objects

649 (75.2)

124 (14.4)

90 (10.4)

Distressing or frightening images

332 (38.6)

122 (14.2)

406 (47.2)

Illegal behaviour

382 (44.5)

118 (13.7)

359 (41.8)

Make fun of well known people

467 (54.2)

203 (23.6)

191 (22.2)

Shock tactics and graphic images

173 (20.1)

121 (14.1)

566 (65.8)

6.4.1

It is acceptable to use coarse language in a social education advertisement

The majority of respondents (74.2%) disagreed with this statement (see Table 6.11).
Those aged over 65 years were significantly more likely than those aged 18-64 years
to disagree (χ2 = 44.024, p < 0.001); as were those who identified as Christians (χ2 =
34.358, p < 0.001); those who were not University educated (χ2 = 34.577, p < 0.001);
and also those who were parents (χ2 = 9.805, p = 0.007).
6.4.2

It is acceptable to show nudity in a social education advertisement

Approximately two thirds of respondents (65.6%) disagreed with this statement (see
Table 6.11). Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 =
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16.274, p < 0.001); as were those who identified as Christians (χ2 = 17.771, p =
0.023); those who were not University educated (χ2 = 33.789, p < 0.001); and also
parents (χ2 = 6.287, p = 0.043).
6.4.3

It is acceptable to portray people as having certain characteristics or behaving
in a certain way based on them being either male or female in a social
education advertisement

Responses to this item were varied, with 40.2% of respondents disagreeing with this
statement, 24.8% neither agreeing nor disagreeing and 35.0% agreeing (see Table
6.11). Responses to this item only differed significantly by gender, with females
more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 9.422, p = 0.009).
6.4.4

It is acceptable to use violence or violent images in a social education
advertisement

Approximately half of respondents (53.1%) disagreed with this statement (see Table
6.11). Those who were aged over 65 years more significantly more likely than those
aged 18-64 years to disagree (χ2 = 40.672, p < 0.001); as were those who identified
with a religious affiliation (χ2 = 15.657, p =0.048); those who were not University
educated (χ2 = 34.577, p < 0.001); and those who were parents (χ2 = 33.809, p <
0.001).
6.4.5

It is acceptable to stereotype or make fun of particular groups of people in a
social education advertisement

Three quarters of respondents (75.0%) disagreed with this statement (see Table
6.11). Those aged over 65 years were significantly more likely than those aged 1864 years to disagree (χ2 = 29.591, p = 0.009); as were those who identified as
‘Anglican’, ‘Other Christian’ and ‘Other’ (χ2 =19.475, p = 0.013); and also those
who were not University educated (χ2 = 10.196, p = 0.038).
6.4.6

It is acceptable to show unsafe behaviour in a social education advertisement

The percentage of respondents who disagreed with this statement was almost equal
to the percentage of those who agreed (45.7% and 43.2% respectively) (see Table
6.11). Responses only different significantly for education with respondents who
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were not University educated significantly more likely to disagree than those with a
University education (χ2 = 26.315, p < 0.001).
6.4.7

It is acceptable to directly target children in a social education advertisement

Approximately half of respondents (52.4%) agreed with the statement (see Table
6.11). Those who were younger were significantly more likely to agree than those
who were older with level of agreement decreasing by age group (χ2 = 52.652, p <
0.001); as were those who were University educated (χ2 = 39.903, p < 0.001); and
also those who were not parents (χ2 = 12.052, p = 0.002).
6.4.8

It is acceptable for celebrities to endorse messages in a social education
advertisement

Almost three quarters of respondents (72.4%) agreed with the statement (see Table
6.11).

Responses only differed significantly by education, with those with a

University education more likely to agree than those without a University education
(χ2 = 15.025, p < 0.020).
6.4.9

It is acceptable to show women as sex objects in a social education
advertisement

Approximately three quarters of respondents (76.3%) disagreed with this statement
(see Table 6.11). Responses only differed significantly by parental status, with
parents more likely to disagree than non parents (χ2 = 12.938, p = 0.002).
6.4.10 It is acceptable to show women as sex objects in a social education
advertisement
Approximately three quarters of respondents (75.2%) disagreed with this statement
(see Table 6.11). Responses only differed significantly by parental status, with
parents more likely to disagree than non parents (χ2 = 14.864, p < 0.001).
6.4.11 It is acceptable to show images or messages that may be distressing or
frightening in a social education advertisement
Almost half of respondents (47.2%) agreed with this statement (see Table 6.11),
however 38.6% of respondents disagreed. Those aged 18-74 years were significantly
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more likely than those aged over 75 years to agree (χ2 = 35.331, p < 0.001); as were
those who had a University education (χ2 = 38.615, p < 0.001); and who were not
parents (χ2 = 8.44, p = 0.015).
6.4.12 It is acceptable to show illegal behaviour in a social education advertisement
Although 44.5% of respondents disagreed with this statement, 41.79% of
respondents agreed (see Table 6.11). Those who were older were significantly more
likely than those who were younger to disagree with level of disagreement increasing
linearly by age group (χ2 = 39.917, p < 0.001); as were those who identified as
having a religious affiliation (χ2 = 16.948, p = 0.031); and those who did not have a
University education (χ2 = 28.838, p < 0.001).
6.4.13 It is acceptable to make fun of well known people such as politicians or
celebrities in a social education advertisement
Approximately half of respondents (54.2%) disagreed with this statement (see Table
6.11). Females were significantly more likely than males to disagree (χ2 = 14.988, p
< 0.001); as were those who identified as having a religious affiliation (χ2 = 17.457,
p = 0.026); those who did not have a University education (χ2 = 20.034, p < 0.001);
and those who were parents (χ2 = 6.200, p = 0.045).
6.4.14 It is acceptable to use shock tactics or show graphic images in a social
education advertisement
Approximately two thirds of respondents (65.8%) agreed with this statement (see
Table 6.11).

Responses did not differ significantly for any of the independent

variables.
6.4.15 Summary – Social Marketing Advertising
While there was a community standard evident in the sample for what is considered
un/acceptable for social marketing advertising images and messages, it was not as
explicit for as many items compared to commercial advertising. For 10 of the 14
items, more than 50% of the sample held the same opinion. There were three items
that the majority of respondents agreed were acceptable to use within social
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marketing advertising, ‘Directly target children’ (52.4%) and ‘Use celebrities to
endorse messages’ (72.4%) and ‘Shock tactics and graphic images’ (65.8%).

Again, for the item ‘Portray people in a particular way’, opinion in the sample
appeared to be divided. While more respondents disagreed that it was acceptable for
social marketing advertising to use such images and messages (40.2%), 24.8%
neither agreed nor disagreed and 35.0% believed that it was acceptable. There were
three other items where there were a range of opinions among the sample: use of
‘Unsafe behaviour’ (45.7% unacceptable, 43.2% acceptable), portrayal of

‘Illegal

behaviour’ (44.5% unacceptable, 41.8% acceptable), and the use of ‘Distressing or
frightening images’ (38.6% unacceptable, 47.2% acceptable). For the other seven
items, the majority of participants, that is more than 50% of the sample, believed that
it was unacceptable to use these messages and appeal types in social marketing
advertising. These results are the next step towards answering the first objective of
Phase Two relating to testing the taxonomy of ethical issues.

As seen in Table 6.12, education was the most influential independent variable, with
significant differences found across 10 of the 14 social marketing advertising items.
Parental status was still influential with significant differences found for eight items.
While significant differences were found for age (6), religion (6) and gender (3),
these variables were not as influential for these items in a social marketing context.
Level of media use and previous complaining behaviour did not appear to influence
attitudes towards the 14 items tested.
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Table 6.12: Summary of the independent variables that showed a significant different
for social marketing advertising
Age

Gender

Religion

Education

Parents

Media

Complainers

Coarse language



-







-

-

Nudity

-









-

-

Portray people in a
particular way

-



-

-

-

-

-

Violence



-







-

-

Stereotype or make
fun of people



-





-

-

-

Unsafe behaviour

-

-

-



-

-

-

Directly target
children



-

-





-

-

Use celebrities to
endorse messages

-

-

-



-

-

-

Women as sex
objects

-

-

-

-



-

-

Men as sex objects

-

-

-

-



-

-

Distressing or
frightening images



-

-





-

-

Illegal behaviour



-





-

-

-

Make fun of well
known people

-









-

-

Shock tactics and
graphic images

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

6.5

Comparing Commercial and Social Marketing Advertising

When comparing the overall frequency data for the 12 issues tested in the
commercial and social marketing contexts, for all issues (except for ‘Make fun of
well known people’), there was a greater percentage of respondents who disagreed
that the item was unacceptable in a commercial context than a social marketing
context (see Table 6.13).

This section of results directly answers the second

objective of Phase Two relating to the way in which community standards held by
the community vary in regards to advertising context.
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Table 6.13: Comparing frequency data for the 12 paired items tested in both a
commercial and social marketing context
Disagree

Neither/agree

CA*%

SMA**%

CA%

SM%

Coarse language

84.4

74.2

15.6

25.9

Nudity

77.1

65.7

22.9

34.5

Portray people in a particular way

42.6

40.2

57.5

59.8

Violence

84.3

53.1

15.7

47

Stereotype or make fun of people

81.1

75.0

18.9

25.1

Unsafe behaviour

80.2

45.7

19.8

54.3

Directly target children

64.7

30.8

35.3

69.2

Women as sex objects

80.3

76.3

19.7

23.7

Men as sex objects

78.8

75.2

21.2

24.8

Distressing or frightening images

67.4

38.6

32.6

61.4

Illegal behaviour

79.1

44.5

20.9

55.5

Make fun of well known people

50.6

54.3

49.4

45.8

*Commercial advertising **Social marketing advertising

Respondents were more likely to disagree that it is acceptable for commercial
advertising than for social marketing advertising to: use coarse language (χ2 =
28.103, p < 0.001), show nudity (χ2 = 17.692, p < 0.001), portray violence (χ2 = 1.98,
p < 0.001), stereotype or make fun of people (χ2 = 9.657, p = 0.002), show unsafe
behaviour (χ2 = 45.385, p < 0.001), directly target children, (χ2 = 1.297, p < 0.001),
portray women as sex objects (χ2 = 1.732, p < 0.001), use distressing or frightening
images, (χ2 = 6.26, p = 0.012) and portray illegal behaviour (χ2 = 2.572, p < 0.001).
6.6

Factor Analysis – Commercial Marketing

A factor analysis was completed on 15 of the 17 items tested for commercial
marketing and three factors were identified: Stereotypes and discrimination, violence
and unsafe behaviour, and adverse effects of advertising on children. As noted in
Chapter 5, two items were removed due to poor inter item-total and inter-item
correlation scores. One way ANOVAs were then performed to determine if any of
the independent variables (age, gender, religious affiliation, education, being a
parent, media use and previous complaining behaviour) were predictors of
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respondents’ attitudes towards the three factors. Post hoc tests were then run on the
four variables with more than two categories: age, religion, education and media.
6.6.1

Factor One – Stereotypes and discrimination

Factor One consisted of seven items: coarse language, nudity, portray people in a
particular way, stereotype or make fun of people, women as sex objects, men as sex
objects and make fun of well known people. Results suggest that females were
significantly more likely than males to disagree that it is acceptable for stereotypical
and discriminatory images and messages to be used in the context of commercial
advertising (F (1, 807) = 24.006, p < 0.001); as were respondents aged over 55 years
(F (7, 801) = 5.127, p < 0.001); those who identified as Christians (F (4, 805) =
10.229, p < 0.001); those without a University education (F (2, 844) = 9.638, p <
0.001); and also those who were parents (F (1, 807) = 36.792, p < 0.001).
6.6.2

Factor Two – Violence and unsafe behaviour

Factor Two consisted of four items: violence, unsafe behaviour, distressing or
frightening images and illegal behaviour.

Results suggest that females were

significantly more likely than males to disagree that it is acceptable for commercial
advertising to use images and messages that demonstrate violent and unsafe
behaviour in commercial advertising (F (1, 816) = 12.315, p < 0.001); as were those
aged over 55 years (F (7, 810) = 5.546, p < 0.001); those without a University
education (F (2, 853) = 4.088, p = 0.017); and those who were parents (F (1, 816) =
35.118, p = 0.001). A significant difference was found for religion (F (4, 814) =
3.049, p = 0.016), however post hoc tests indicated that there was no significant
differences (p < 0.05) between groups. This could be because the effect size was
very small (0.01).
6.6.3

Factor Three – Adverse effects of advertising on children

Factor Three consisted of four items: directly target children, celebrities to endorse
junk food products, advertise unhealthy foods and undermine parental authority.
Results suggest that females were significantly more likely than males to disagree
that it is acceptable for images and messages in commercial advertising to have an
adverse effect on children (F (1, 820) = 0.59, p = 0.008); as were those aged over 55
years (F (7, 814) = 22.366, p < 0.001); those without a University education (F (2,
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858) = 15.162, p < 0.001); and those who were parents (F (1, 820) = 35.887, p <
0.001).
6.7

Factor Analysis – Social Marketing Advertising

A factor analysis was completed on the 14 items tested for social marketing
advertising and two factors were found: Stereotypes and discrimination and
potentially unsafe behaviours. One way ANOVAs were then performed to determine
if any of the independent variables (age, gender, religious affiliation, education,
being a parent, media use and previous complaining behaviour) were predictors of
respondents’ attitudes towards the two factors. Post hoc tests were then run on the
four variables with more than two categories: age, religion, education and media.
6.7.1

Factor One – Stereotypes and discrimination

Factor one consisted of seven items: coarse language, nudity, portray people in a
particular way, stereotype or make fun of people, women as sex objects, men as sex
objects and make fun of well known people. Results suggest that females were
significantly more likely than males to disagree that it is acceptable for stereotypical
and discriminatory images and messages to be used in the context of social
marketing advertising (F (1, 810) = 13.371, p < 0.001); as were respondents aged
over 65 years (F (7, 804) = 4.193, p < 0.001); those who identified as Christians (F
(4, 808) = 4.791, p < 0.001); those without a University education (F (2, 847) =
8.680, p < 0.001); and those who were parents (F (1, 810) = 14.452, p < 0.001).
6.7.2

Factor Two - Potentially harmful behaviours

Factor two consisted of seven items: violence, unsafe behaviour, directly target
children, celebrities to endorse messages, distressing or frightening images, illegal
behaviour and use shock tactics or show graphic images.

Results suggest that

females were significantly more likely than males to disagree that it is acceptable for
images and messages that portray and/or promote potentially harmful behaviours to
be used in the context of social marketing advertising (F (1, 810) = 13.371, p <
0.001); as were respondents aged over 55 years (F (7, 798) = 6.253, p < 0.001) those
who identified as ‘Anglican’, ‘Other Christian’ or ‘Other’ (F (4, 802) = 4.026, p =
0.003); those without a University education (F (2, 840) = 17.273, p < 0.001); and
those who were parents (F (3, 800) = 9.657, p < 0.001).
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From this, it can be proposed that those aged over 65 years, those who identified
their religion as Anglican, Other Christian and ‘Other’, those who do not have a
University education and those who are not parents are more likely to believe that it
is unacceptable for social marketing advertising to use images and appeals that depict
potentially harmful behaviours a, with particular reference to the issues of violence,
unsafe behaviour, distressing or frightening images, illegal behaviour.
6.7.3

Factor Analysis – Summary

Factor analysis found three factors for commercial advertising (stereotypes and
discrimination, violence and unsafe behaviour, and adverse effects of advertising on
children) and two for social marketing advertising (stereotypes and discrimination,
and potentially harmful behaviours). One way ANOVAs found that gender, age,
religious affiliation, level of education and being a parent were predictors of attitudes
towards advertising content (see Table 6.14), whereas a respondent’s level of media
use and previous complaining behaviour were not.

However it is important to

contextualise these findings within the overall survey results. In general, this survey
found that the majority of respondents found almost all of the items tested for
commercial advertising, and more than half the items tested for social marketing
advertising unacceptable. Therefore, while the results of the factor analysis suggest
that females, older respondents, Christians, people without a University education
and parents are more likely to believe that it is unacceptable for images and messages
containing the factors identified to be used in commercial and social marketing
advertising, it can be concluded that their level of disagreement is simply higher than
the already high level of disagreement that exists in the sample.
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Table 6.14: Summary of the independent variables that showed a significant different
during factor analysis

Commercial
Advertising

Gender

Age

Religion

Education

Parents

Media

Complainers











-

-











-

-





-





-

-











-

-

-









-

-

Factor One
Commercial
Advertising
Factor Two
Commercial
Advertising
Factor Three
Social Marketing
Advertising
Factor One
Social Marketing
Advertising
Factor Two

6.8

Complaining Behaviour

The following section presents results from Section Three of the survey addressing
complaining behaviour. The results focus on participants’ awareness of advertising
rules and the complaints handling process in Australia, as well as previous
complaining behaviour.
6.8.1

Rules about Advertising

When asked “Are there rules about advertising in Australia?” 89.9% of participants
stated ‘yes’, 1.3% stated ‘no’, and 8.9% stated ‘I don’t know’.

Participants’

awareness of advertising rules was compared across all seven variables. Chi square
tests found significant differences for age, level of education and level of media use,
suggesting those three variables are related to knowledge regarding the presence of
advertising rules in Australia (see Table 6.15).
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Table 6.15: Knowledge of advertising rules by demographic groups
Variable

Chi Square Score

p value

Gender

0.311

0.856

Age

35.037

0.001

Religion

38.850

0.355

Education

16.930

0.002

Parents

2.502

0.286

Complainers

3.420

0.181

Media Usage

20.560

0.008

Participants were then asked “Who can you complain to about an advertisement you
object to?” A total of 882 responses were received, as some participants wrote more
than one answer. Approximately 30% of respondents who stated that they did not
know who they could complain to about advertising, and a similar amount stated
they would complain to the media outlet where they saw or heard the advertisement.
There were only 49 (5.6%) correct responses, that is respondents stated they could
complain to the ASB about advertising they objected to, however, an additional 75
(8.5%) did write something similar to the ASB (see Table 6.16).
Table 6.16: Who participants believed they could complain to about advertising
Who participants believed they could complain to about
advertising

Number of
Mentions

% of Total
Responses

I don't know 12

258

29.3%

240

27.2%

75

8.5%

The Company Advertising

73

8.3%

The Ombudsman

57

6.5%

ASB

49

5.6%

“Broadcast” Tribunal/Control/Commission/Authority 14

43

4.9%

Other

42

4.8%

Member of Parliament

23

2.6%

Government Department

22

2.5%

Media Outlet
Something Similar to ASB

13

12

This category includes 128 respondents who answered the questions before and after, but skipped
this one, which was assumed to mean that they did not know the answer.
13
This category was included as a number of participants wrote answers such as “Advertising
Standards Australia” or “Advertising Complaints Board”.
14
This category was included as a number of participants wrote answers such as “Australian
Broadcasting Authority” or “Australian Broadcasting Commission”.
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6.8.2

Previous Complaining Behaviour

Only 74 respondents (8.7%) reported having made a complaint about advertising (35
male, 38 female and one gender not stated). When asked “Who did you complain
to?” 93 responses were given, again because some respondents gave more than one
answer. Of these 93 responses, 45 (48.4%) stated “Media Outlet”. This was by far
the most common response, with “The Company Advertising” the second most
common with 17 (18.3%) mentions. The ASB received only 8 (8.6%) mentions –
that is, only 8.6% of complaints made about advertising by the study sample were
made to the actual complaints handling body that could adjudicate the complaint.

Respondents’ previous complaining behaviour was compared across six variables.
Chi square tests found no significant results for any of the six variables tested,
suggesting individual’s complaining behaviour is independent of these variables.
6.8.3

Summary

Although the sample were aware of the existence of rules related to advertising,
when asked who was responsible for these rules, less than 6% could correctly
identify the ASB, with the media outlet being the most common response received.
It was found that only a small proportion of the sample had made a complaint about
advertising. Given that the low level of knowledge regarding the ASB’s role in
advertising regulation, it was not surprising to find that the number of people who
complained to them was low and it was the media outlet that received the highest
number of mentions with almost half of all complaints made directed to the outlet
responsible for airing or printing the advertisement. As seen in Table 6.17, there
were only three variables (age, education and media use), which had an influence on
the awareness of advertising rules in Australia, and none of the variables had an
influence on respondents’ complaining behaviour. These results answer the third
objective of Phase Two relating to knowledge of advertising rules and exploring
previous complaining behaviour.
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Table 6.17: Summary of the independent variables that showed a significant different
for advertising rules and complaining behaviour
Gender

Age

Religion

Education

Parents

Media

Complainers

Knowledge about
advertising rules

-



-



-



-

Ever made a
complaint about
advertising

-

-

-

-

-

-

N/A

6.9

Conclusion

The basic demographic profile of the study sample showed that it is representative of
the Illawarra LGA. In relation to the issues raised that were relevant to advertising in
general, the sample believed: that there are advertisements in the media that are
misleading, offensive and encourage inappropriate behaviour in children, that morals
should be considered when creating advertisements, that advertisers intentionally
create offensive advertisements and, finally, that those who do find advertisements
offensive are not too sensitive.

When items for the questions relating to advertising in general, commercial
advertising and social marketing advertising were individually examined, there was a
clear standard within the sample population of what types of images and messages
were considered un/acceptable.

More than 50% of the sample population were of

same opinion for all seven of the items tested for advertising in general, 16 of the 17
items for commercial advertising and 10 of the 14 items for social marketing
advertising. There were some items tested where opinion among respondents was
either divided (particularly for social marketing advertising) or positive – that is
believing that the use of these images and appeals was acceptable – particularly in
regard to the use of celebrities in both advertising contexts.

However, for the

majority of survey items, there was a clear community standard that these images
and messages were not acceptable. Attitudes were also affected by the commercial
or social marketing context of the advertisement. While the factor analysis suggested
that age, gender, religion, education and being a parent were predictors of attitudes
towards images and messages in advertising, the combined survey results clearly

200

demonstrate that these groups were not the only groups in the community that find
the content of both commercial and social marketing advertising unacceptable.

Despite 90% of participants stating that there are advertising rules in Australia, only
a small proportion knew that the ASB was complaints handling body for advertising
in Australia. Of the 8.7% of the study sample who had ever made a complaint about
advertising, only 8.6% of those addressed it to the ASB.

The survey results demonstrate that there are consistent community standards for
advertising in the community. The gap in knowledge with regards to who the
appropriate complaints body for advertising is, from both previous complainers and
non complainers, suggests that there is much work that needs to be done to ensure
Australia has

an effective advertising complaints system that is reflective of

community opinion, recognized and respected by the community it is there to serve.

The following chapter presents the discussion, recommendations and conclusion of
this thesis.
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7 DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
This final chapter discusses the results of this research and how the findings will
contribute to the literature, before making a series of recommendations for change to
the current regulation system for advertising in Australia. The chapter provides an
overview of the research findings before it reviews the three key themes that
emerged from these results (stereotypes, prejudice and language, violence and
potential harmful behaviours, and adverse effects of advertising on children).
Following this, the way in which the five considerations for community standards
should be practically applied will be reviewed. This chapter will then state the seven
key recommendations based on the research findings, and the final conclusion of this
thesis.
7.1

Overview of Findings

This thesis aimed to establish a taxonomy of ethical issues in relation to advertising
images and messages, investigate whether the community held different standards
based on context of an advertisement (commercial or social marketing), and identify
various considerations required in the application of community standards for
advertising. These aims were achieved though a mixed method approach based on
Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2007) ‘Taxonomy Development Model’. The first,
qualitative, phase provided an insight into issues that were considered ethically
problematic by the community through focus group research (n=80), which were
then quantified by the community-based survey conducted in the second phase
(n=872).

There were a number of important findings that emerged from the research and these
will be discussed within the following three sections:
1. The current AANA Code of Ethics is not representative of the community
standards for advertising that exist in the community
2. Community standards for advertising are not one dimensional and their
application when adjudicating consumer complaints must take into account a
number of important considerations
3. There is minimal public awareness of the role and function of the ASB as the
complaints handling body for unacceptable advertising in Australia
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This chapter will address each of these findings before making key recommendations
for the improvement in the current system of advertising regulation in Australia, and
the definition and application of community standards.
7.2

Community standards for advertising and the AANA Code of Ethics

When examining the taxonomy against the current AANA Code of Ethics, there are
clear differences in regards to: the scope of issues identified by the community as
ethically problematic, the recognition of context as important, and the inclusion of
issues that relate to the effects of advertising rather than to a specific executional
element. While there are some similarities in the issues within the taxonomy and the
AANA Code of Ethics, the Code does not contain clear guiding principles as to what
is (un)acceptable in regards to advertising content and, for many clauses, the key
principles are not defined. Thus it is difficult to understand how the Board is able to
judge advertising complaints against the Codes with respect to prevailing community
standards. In addition to this, without clear guidance provided by the Code, it is
questionable how advertisers are able to ensure they create advertising in line with
community standards, when the community standards are not explicitly stipulated
within the Codes advertisers are expected to abide by.

It was clear from the results of this research that the community have expectations
that the guidelines used for regulating advertising have a greater focus on the
community, and on the wider implications advertising can have. For example:
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Advertising should be regulated by social and moral considerations
rather than commercial consideration.
Male 45-54 years

Advertising should be held accountable to stricter ethical guidelines.
Male 25-34 years

The people who make the final decision about the advertising on TV
(especially), should consider very carefully all the factors involved. In
particular what children see.

They (the children) are very easily

influenced and parents cannot screen every advertisement shown. It is
important to think about the ultimate message and how to show/tell it in
an appropriate way.
Female 25-34 years

The community expectations of an advertising system, that is regulated within the
framework of social values and norms, will only be met if the current Code of Ethics
is reviewed, and its shortcomings addressed. The following section will highlight the
three major themes from the taxonomy of ethical issues.
7.2.1

Key themes regarding advertising images and messages

Three key themes emerged from the research as important to all groups (irrespective
of age, gender, religious affiliation, level of education, parental status and previous
complaining behaviour) when identifying community standards for advertising:
stereotypes, prejudice and language; violence and potentially harmful behaviours;
and adverse effects of advertising on children.

Each of these themes will be

discussed individually and compared to the current Code of Ethics and significant
findings that emerged from the research will also be discussed. The following
section relates to the first and second aim of this thesis, that is the development of a
taxonomy of ethical issues, and the importance the commercial and social marketing
context of advertising has on the standards for advertising held by the community.
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Stereotypes, prejudice and language
There were seven issues from the taxonomy that were relevant to this theme as
categorised by the factor analysis: language, nudity, portray people in a particular
way, stereotype or make fun of people, women as sex objects, men as sex objects,
and make fun of well known people. This categorisation was consistent for both
commercial advertising and social marketing advertising contexts. If an individual
wished to complain about any of these issues, their complaint would generally be
adjudicated under clauses 2.1: Discrimination, vilification and portrayal of people,
2.3: Sex, sexuality and nudity, and/or 2.5: Language. Complaint statistics from the
ASB demonstrate that on average, between 2005-2009, more than half of all
complaints were adjudicated with reference to sex, sexuality and nudity (30.5%) and
discrimination, vilification and portrayal of people (23.5%). Only 5.3% of
complaints were adjudicated with reference to language (Advertising Standards
Bureau, 2010b).

While these three clauses appear to be applicable to the theme of stereotypes and
discrimination, issues of concern to the community that emerged from this research
suggest this is not the case. There were two important findings from the research
within this theme. First, the results from the focus groups clearly demonstrated that
participants inherently make distinctions between sexism, sexuality and sexual
objectification when forming opinions about women in advertising, thus it is
important that these distinctions are also made when adjudicating complaints about
this issue. These three terms are not synonyms of each other, nor are they mutually
exclusive. While the differences between sexism, sexuality and sexual objectification
are reflected in the literature (see Boddewyn, 1989), they are not reflected in the
AANA Code of Ethics.

Second, the unacceptable use of language was not specific to coarse or obscene
language, but was inclusive of terms and phrases that were sexually suggestive.
Focus group participants were clear in their disapproval of advertising that utilised
language in a sexual manner, indicating that the acceptability of language is
influenced by the meaning and context in which the words are used. This wider
scope of language considered to be unacceptable by the community is not reflected in
205

the Code of Ethics and subsequently will not be considered by the ASB against
Clause 2.5: Language, when adjudicating complaints about sexualised language in
advertising.

Table 7.1 provides a summary of the main findings for this theme from both the
qualitative and quantitative phases of the research.
Table 7.1: Summary of main findings for theme of stereotypes, prejudice and
language

Key/Interesting Findings from Focus Groups

Coarse
language

Not restricted to coarse language or swearing, but also
includes sexual innuendo
Nudity or partial nudity only relevant if it directly relates to

Nudity

the purpose of the advertised product

% Disagreed it was
Acceptable in
Survey
CA*

SMA**

84.4

74.2

77.1

65.7

Portray
people in a
particular way

Term ‘portray’ was used infrequently by participants,
however were concerned about the way women (in
particular) were depicted in many advertisements.

42.6

40.2

Stereotype or
make fun of
people

The term ‘stereotype’ was utilized most when discussing
how people (particularly women) were depicted in
advertising. A key concern was stereotyping women as
being unintelligent.

81.1

75.0

Women as
sex objects

The depiction of women as sex object was unacceptable,
particularly as these advertisements often involved the
unacceptable stereotyping of women

80.3

76.3

Men as sex
objects

Not an issue discussed in detail during the focus groups but
was tested in survey.

78.8

75.2

Make fun of
well known
people

This was not raised in the focus groups but was tested in the
survey to add depth to the exploration of the way people are
depicted in advertising.

50.6

54.3

*Commercial advertising **Social marketing advertising

Violence and potentially harmful behaviours
There were seven issues from the taxonomy that were relevant to this theme as
categorised by the factor analysis, four issues for commercial, and seven for social
marketing advertising. Violence, unsafe behaviour, distressing or frightening images,
and illegal behaviour were categorised as relevant in both a commercial and social
marketing advertising context, and the use of shock tactics or graphic images,
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directly targeting children and using celebrities to endorse messages, were also
included for social marketing advertising. If an individual wished to complain about
any of these issues, their complaint would generally be adjudicated under clauses
2.2: Violence, 2.4: Advertising to Children Code, 2.6: Health and Safety, and/or 2.7:
FCAI. Complaint statistics from the ASB demonstrate that on average, during 20052009, 13.9% of complaints were adjudicated with reference to violence, 1.4% with
reference to the Children’s Code, 8.3% with reference to health and safety, and 2.9%
with reference to FCAI (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2010b).

These clauses do not appear to adequately reflect many of issues raised within the
theme of violence and potentially harmful behaviours. The most significant finding
that emerged from this theme was a clear distinction in opinions between the
acceptability of the relevant images and messages in a commercial context, and a
social marketing advertising context. The potential social value of social marketing
messages enabled the community to be more accepting of issues such as violence,
unsafe behaviour, distressing images and the deliberate targeting of children. There
was, however, concern about the ‘collateral damage’ (Hastings, Stead and Webb,
2004) these campaigns may have on children and those who have been adversely
affected by such event as road trauma. The concept of collateral damage is one that
needs to be reflected more clearly within the AANA Code of Ethics, as does the
importance of context.

As noted in Chapter 1, the majority of complaints against community awareness
campaigns are dismissed. The fact that community members are aware of, and
concerned about, the potential effects fear based campaigns can have on others
demonstrates that the social value of the message is not necessarily sufficient to
justify the use of fear based appeals for social marketing campaigns.

This

consideration needs to be taken into account by the ASB when adjudicating
consumer complaints about these types of campaigns.

Table 7.2 provides a summary of the main findings for this theme from both the
qualitative and quantitative phases of the research.
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Table 7.2: Summary of main findings for theme of violence and potentially harmful
behaviours
Key/Interesting Findings from Focus Groups

% Survey
respondents who
disagreed this issue
was acceptable
CA*

SMA**

Violence

The issue of violence was not related to graphic images
seen in the two social marketing advertisements depicting
motor vehicle accidents

84.3

53.1

Unsafe
behaviour

The possibility regarding copy-cat behaviour, particularly
from children was noted as a concern.

80.2

45.7

Distressing or
frightening
images

The perceived value behind a social marketing campaign
made this issue more acceptable in a social marketing
context.

67.4

38.6

Illegal
behaviour

Concern that illegal behaviour in a commercial
advertisement would send a message to the community that
those actions are socially acceptable.

79.1

44.5

Shock tactics
and graphic
images

The perceived value behind a social marketing campaign
made this issue acceptable in a social marketing context
although some concern was raised regarding the effect these
images may have on children and those whose lives have
been impacted by road trauma.

n/a

20.1

Use
celebrities to
endorse
messages

Use of celebrities was considered acceptable, however there
were concerns regarding the suitability of celebrity
endorsements and children.

n/a

9.9

Adverse effects of advertising on children
As demonstrated by the results of the focus groups and in the literature (the notion of
‘collateral damage’), the adverse effects of advertising on children is relevant to
social marketing advertising. However, the factor analysis for the survey only found
a factor specific to this issue for commercial advertising and consisted of four items:
directly target children, celebrities to endorse junk food products, advertise unhealthy
foods and undermine parental authority. If an individual wished to complain about
any of these issues for a product directly targeted at children, their complaint would
be adjudicated under clause 2.4: Advertising to Children Code. Complaint statistics
from the ASB demonstrate that on average, during 2005-2009, only 1.4% of all
complaints were adjudicated under this clause (Advertising Standards Bureau,
2010b).
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This figure does not appear to be a true reflection of the importance the community
placed on this issue during this research. While there are a number of reasons why
the number of formal complaints to the ASB are low (including the lack of public
awareness of the ASB’s role in adjudicating complaints, which will be addressed
later this chapter), another possible reason is that clause 2.4 is only applicable if the
complaint is about a product directly targeted to children. If a complaint related to
the effect advertising has on children is made about a product not directly targeted to
children, then the complaint would be adjudicated against one of the other clauses of
the Code, as seen in ASB Case Determination 21/10 (Appendix 22). Thus, there is
the potential that complaints about the adverse effect of advertising on children may
not be heard.

The three subthemes that emerged from the focus group results with respect to
advertising and children were inappropriate images and messages, the influence on
behaviour, and broadcast timing. There is limited capacity in the Code to address the
first two issues, and any complaints about the latter would not be heard by the ASB
as it is considered an issue outside of Section 2 of the Code (Advertising Standards
Bureau, 2009a). Goa (2005) noted that the timing of advertisements is an important
issue in the context of the Australian self regulatory system. If a member of the
public wished to complain about the broadcast timing of an advertisement through
the ASB website, they would be directed to make their complaint in writing directly
to the broadcaster in question (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2006a) even though
the ASB’s own research findings indicate that timing was an influential factor for
individuals when perceiving the acceptability of an advertisement (Advertising
Standards Bureau, 2007b). This is an example of how the current system does not
meet the needs of, or the standards held by, the community in regards to
(un)acceptable advertising.

It is important to note that the concern about advertising and children appeared
throughout the other themes, suggesting that this issue is applicable to all areas of
advertising, not just advertising aimed directly at children. Therefore it is crucial that
the negative impact advertising has on children is recognised and the effect
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advertising has on children emotionally, socially and behaviourally is taken into
account when adjudicating complaints about advertising and children.

Table 7.3 provides a summary of the main findings for this theme from both the
qualitative and quantitative phases of the research.
Table 7.3: Summary of main findings for theme of adverse effects of advertising on
children

Key/Interesting Findings from Focus Groups

% Survey
respondents who
disagreed this issue
was acceptable
CA*

SMA**

Directly
target
children

Commercial products targeting children were viewed with
an element of mistrust, whereas social marketing
advertising was considered by some as ‘educational’.

64.7

30.8

Use
celebrities to
endorse junk
food products

Overall, this was not considered acceptable, particularly if
the celebrity was a sports star. The concern was the
influence of the celebrity endorsement on the choices and
preferences of children.

69.3

n/a

Advertise
unhealthy
foods

The right of a company to advertise their product was
debated with respect to this issue and the influence
advertising had on choices.

54.6

n/a

Undermine
parental
authority

Advertisement that undermined parental authority, or
encouraged children to constantly ask their parents for
products (pester power) were considered unacceptable

89.8

n/a

7.2.2

Summary

A common link between each of the major themes from the research was that that the
key issues of concern raised are not adequately addressed by the Code. Due to this,
complaints made by the community about: stereotypes, prejudice and language;
violence and potentially harmful behaviours; and adverse effects of advertising on
children, are adjudicated against the clause(s) of the Code considered by the ASB as
the most applicable, irrespective of whether this is an accurate reflection of the
original grievance. This situation does not appear to be consistent with either the
overarching aim of Australia’s self-regulation system: “ensure consumer trust and
protection for the benefit of all of the community” (Advertising Standards Bureau,
2006a), or the aim of the AANA Code of Ethics to ensure advertisements are
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“prepared with a sense of obligation to the consumer and society” ((Australian
Association of National Advertisers, 2009).
Considerations for Community Standards and Advertising
There is an agreement among academics that community standards is a difficult term
to define (Dolan, 2005; Linz et al., 2001), and Boddewyn (1991) questions who
would be responsible for defining such a term. If ‘community standards’ is to be the
yardstick for advertising, then it has to have a substantive evidence-based definition
that can be practically applied. Currently this does not exist in Australia’s regulatory
environment. The definition in place provided by the ASB is vague and does not
provide an explanation of what the term means or how it should be applied. Recent
research conducted on behalf of the ASB identified this as an issue, stating there was
a degree of ambiguity in the use of the term ‘community standards’ by the ASB and
that it was necessary for term to be more clearly defined (Advertising Standards
Bureau, 2009d).

This research has determined what issues the public find problematic in commercial
advertising, social marketing advertising, and also advertising concepts in general
and, importantly, why these issues are problematic. Although this information is
important as it identifies the standards existing within the community, it is also
necessary to have an understanding of how these standards should be applied. The
five considerations of purpose, judgements, scope, level of agreement and diversity
provide a framework this understanding and relates to the final aim of this thesis.
7.2.3

Purpose

Purpose was an important consideration for the community when forming an opinion
on whether an image or message was suitable and appropriate for the product being
advertised.

The literature notes the influence purpose has on the community’s

acceptance of advertising. For example, in a study by Christy and Haley (2008),
participants considered condoms, men’s magazines and nudity the least offensive
combination, while the combination of condoms, direct mail and violence, which
was considered the most offensive.

Beetles and Harris (2005) also found that

participants held more favourable attitudes towards the use of nudity in advertising
when the product advertised was considered suitable and appropriate.
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The results of this research also demonstrate the influence purpose has on
community standards for the use of images and appeals in both a commercial and
social marketing context. For example, it was considered appropriate for models in
advertisements for swimwear to be ‘partially clad’, but not in advertisements for
motor vehicles:

Partially clad people in underwear and swimwear ads can be tastefully
done. Skimpy clothing in car ads etc, is unnecessary.
Female 55-64 years

In a social marketing context, the use of illegal behaviour was considered appropriate
if the use of such images and messages were conveying an appropriate message:

Illegal behaviour in ads is acceptable, providing they are sending an
appropriate message to deter young children/adults from making those
mistakes.
Female 35-44 years
7.2.4

Judgements

The consideration of judgements refers to the ability of the community to form an
opinion on advertising images and messages based on a reflective considered
judgement, rather than an immediate emotional reaction. It has been noted in the
literature on the portrayal of women in advertising that the community are capable of
such judgements. This consideration is suitably demonstrated within the literature.
In a study on sexism in advertising, Pollay et al (1993) found that women considered
sexist advertising offensive when the images and messages used belittled women,
and did not show women in a realistic manner. In a study on adolescent perceptions
of gender roles and sexual imagery in television advertising, Rouner, Slater and
Domenech-Rodrigues (2003) found that adolescents were media literate, able to see
through the clutter, and adolescent girls (in particular) were highly critical of
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advertisers presenting negative gender role stereotypes and of the use of sexuality in
advertising images and messages.

The results from both of these studies demonstrate that the reasons participants
considered the portrayal of women in advertisements unacceptable were not based on
simple negative emotional reactions, but rather were based on sound value
judgements as to why the images and messages were unacceptable. This can also be
seen within the focus group results of this research from both males and females:

I hate how the 'sex sells' mantra is used for selling everything. How am
I supposed to teach my sons to respect women when they are parading
around on TV half naked?
Female 35-34 years
I think there should be a moral compass to advertising. I strongly
disagree with stereotypes and sexist ads and anything that degrades
men/women and old fashion roles.
Male 45-54 years

This further illustrates how the community is capable of making sound judgements
when evaluating the acceptability of images and messages in advertising and must be
taken into account when applying community standards for advertising.
7.2.5

Scope

The consideration of scope when applying community standards for advertising
images and messages questions whether the wider societal effect of the
advertisement should be taken into account, independent of how the images and
messages affected the individual viewer. This research found that in regards to
social marketing advertising in particular, the community considered the wider social
effect of advertising images and messages independently of their own personal
views. This was expressed in both a positive perception of the social effect, with the
value of the social marketing message justifying the means used, and a negative
perception, with concern of the effect road safety campaigns may have on victims of
road trauma – that is, collateral damage. For example:
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It’s a great ad. I feel uncomfortable but I’ve had a friend die in a drink driving
accident and hopefully it’ll shock a few people and make them think what idiots
they are if they speed like that.
Male 18-30 years
It’s a bit harsh on the victims. You’re trying to rehabilitate from an
accident and you get it thrown in your face on TV. It’s one of the
unfortunate complications.
Female 18-30 years

7.2.6

Level of Agreement

When applying community standards, this consideration takes into account the level
of agreement among the community that should be deemed necessary for an image or
message to be regarded as unacceptable. The ASB makes decisions based on a
majority rules system (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008c).

If the same method

was to be applied to this research, it would be evident that a clear community
standard exists for the use of images and messages in a commercial advertising
context and a social marketing advertising context. There was also concern among
the majority of participants with respect to general advertising issues such as
advertisements encouraging behaviours in children that are inappropriate for their
age, and the need for moral standards to be considered when creating advertisements.

It is understood there are some limitations on the generalisability of these results due
to the research population used. However due to the minimal differences between
the demographic profile of the Illawarra region and that of the national sample (as
noted in Section 3.2.2 of this thesis), these limitations are not sufficient to
overshadow the significance of these results.
7.2.7

Diversity

The consideration of diversity refers to whether community standards should treat
the community as a large homogenous group, or whether broader social goals and
values put in place to protect the rights of smaller groups should also be applied.
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This research clearly found that the community had major concerns with the
stereotypical portrayal of individuals (particularly women) in advertising, and also
the effect advertising had on children. Together with the large number of complaints
received by the ASB about the way in which people are portrayed in advertising, and
also the use of sex, sexuality and nudity (often in relation to women in advertising),
this demonstrates that the standards the community has for advertising are embedded
within the broader social goals of protecting vulnerable groups. These results are in
line with the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 and the Sex Discrimination Act 1984
which are, essentially, legal protection against public discrimination (Australian
Human Rights Commission, 2007). The consideration of diversity when applying
community standards must recognise that the images and messages that contravene
these broader social goals are considered unacceptable by the public, and should not
be permitted in advertising in Australia.

In summary, when applying community standards for advertising, the considerations
of purpose, judgements, scope, level of agreement and diversity must be taken into
account. These considerations reflect the multitude of factors that influence opinions
on whether an advertisement is unacceptable and, more importantly, adds a further
dimension of why this is the case.
7.3

Complaining Behaviour of Australians

Regulation was raised in the focus groups as an important issue in regard to
advertising and was explored further during Phase Two of this research. The results
indicated that there was a high level of awareness of the existence of advertising
rules in Australia. However, the majority of respondents were unable to name the
organisation responsible for handling consumer complaints about advertising, with
only 49 (5.6%) correctly identifying the ASB. More than half of all respondents
either did not know who was responsible (29.3%), or believed the media outlet was
responsible (27.2%). When asked whether they had previously made a formal
complaint about advertising, only 74 (8.7%) of respondents said that they had and, of
these, only eight (8.6%) were made to the ASB; the majority of complaints were
made to the media outlet. There was no relationship found between the independent
variables (such as age, gender or being a parent) and previous complaining
behaviour, suggesting that complainants are somewhat representative of the
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community. This is a critical finding as previous research has suggested that
complainants to the ASB are only from particular sections of society and not
representative of the general population (see Harker, Harker and Svensen (2005);
Volkov, Harker, and Harker (2005); Volkov, 2003).

The lack of public awareness of the ASB identified in this research demonstrates that
the ASB is not doing enough to publicise the role it plays in advertising regulation.
Australia’s ASR system relies on the receipt of a complaint before an advertisement
can be judged against community standards.

However with minimal public

awareness of the ASB, there is the potential that there are a large number of
advertisements in the public arena not in line with community standards, but which
will not be judged by the ASB, as the majority of people do not know the correct
process to follow in order to lodge a complaint.

The ASB have previously argued that an increase in both public complaints about
advertising, and a recent increase in the number of complaints upheld, is evidence
that the system is working, not evidence of an increase in unacceptable advertising
(Advertising Standards Board, 2010). However, the ASB has also stated that the
decrease in complaints about alcohol advertising is evidence that the system is
working (Advertising Standards Bureau, 2008e). It is unclear how both an increase
and a decrease in consumer complaints can be evidence of the success of ASR in
Australia. Such internal inconsistencies by the ASB cannot provide the community
with confidence that the system is looking after their best interests.
7.4

Recommendations

There are seven key recommendations to emerge from this thesis:
One: The phasing out of advertising self-regulation
The results of this research have added evidence to the literature regarding the
many shortcomings in Australia’s current system of advertising self-regulation
(see Crawford and Spence-Stone, 2009; Jones et al, 2008; Rosewarne, 2007;
Kerr and Moran, 2005). These include (but are not limited to): the restricted
scope of the AANA Code of Ethics to reflect issues the community find
unacceptable; the exclusion of context and other relevant considerations during
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the complaint adjudication process; the lack of an enforcement mechanism for
companies that do not withdraw advertisements that have had complaints against
them upheld; and the limited public awareness of the ASB and the complaint
process in the community.

Due to this, the first and most important

recommendation is that self regulation of advertising in Australia should be
phased out. The introduction of either government regulation or co-regulation
between government and the advertising industry will result in a system that is
not as biased towards industry interests, as is currently the case. It may also
improve the involvement of, and potentially outcomes for, the community,
particularly for children. Recognising the complexities that come with this
recommendation, it is suggested that the Government urgently review issues
regarding advertising and children (not restricted to advertising to children), and
have a leading role in the regulation of these advertisements. It is noted however,
that this would be a long and difficult process, with opposition from many
parties, particularly the advertising industry.

Due to the realities of this

opposition, as well as the reluctance of the government to regulate advertising,
the following recommendations are likely to improve the way in which the
current ASR system operates.
Two: The development of a new Code of Ethics
The taxonomy of ethical issues provided evidence that there are issues
considered problematic by the community that are unable to be addressed by
Section 2 of the Code of Ethics. Therefore, as the current Code is unable to
meet the needs of the community, it urgently needs to be re-developed. It is also
recommended that the Code is regularly and independently reviewed and
updated.
Three: Urgent adjustments to the way the Board considers: stereotypes,
prejudice and language; violence and potentially harmful behaviours; and
the effect advertising has on children
These three themes strongly emerged from both the focus groups and the survey
components of the research, providing evidence that these themes (and their sub
themes) are important to the community and the standards they place on
advertising. Therefore it is important that urgent action is taken on these issues,
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particularly with regard to the portrayal of women, and the broader effect
advertising images and messages have on children and young people.
Four: The consideration of context by the Board when adjudicating
complaints
While the majority of issues were found to be unacceptable in both commercial
and social marketing advertising, many were considered to be more acceptable
in a social marketing context. Context needs to be taken into account by the
Board when adjudicating complaints. However, it is important to remember the
perceived social value of many social marketing campaigns can be
overshadowed by the potential negative impact the images and messages have
on children, and also families and victims of the events depicted in the
advertisement.
Five: The application of the five considerations of community standards
The considerations of purpose, scope, judgements, level of agreement and
diversity need to be taken into account when applying community standards for
advertising. These considerations ensure complaint adjudications are not one
dimensional, and based on whether a particular image or message is present or
not, but instead are made with a similar comprehensive approach, as was the
consumer’s original decision to complain.
Six: Community involvement
It is strongly recommends that the community has an increased involvement in
the process of advertising regulation. Valuable community involvement can
occur in a number of ways, such as including consumers in the decision making
process through consumer response studies for questionable advertisements, and
regular community research to determine community standards for advertising.
Seven: A public awareness campaign to promote the ASB and the role they
have in advertising regulation
Given that the (un)acceptability of advertising images and messages can only be
adjudicated by the Board if a complaint is made, continued public awareness
campaigns informing consumers of how to make a complaint about advertising

218

are essential. With public awareness virtually nonexistent, this needs to occur
urgently.
7.5

Conclusion

Australia’s advertising system has been self-regulated since 1996. Heavily industrybased with little involvement from the community, the Advertising Standards Bureau
declares the Australia’s advertising self-regulation a success (Advertising Standards
Bureau, 2008c).

However this thesis has been able to demonstrate that there are a

number of shortcomings not only with advertising self-regulation itself, but with the
manner in which advertising self-regulation operates within Australia.

Section 2 of the AANA Code of Ethics consists of eight clauses, administered by the
Advertising Standards Board. The Board consists of 20 members (arguably not a fair
representation of the general public), who are responsible for adjudicating
advertising complaints against Section 2 of the Code with regard to prevailing
community standards. However it has been demonstrated in this research that the
current Code of Ethics does not have the capacity to address many of these issues the
community find problematic about advertising, and that there is no substantial,
evidence-based definition as to what constitutes community standards.

This research demonstrates that there is a clear and urgent need for a major overhaul
of Australia’s self-regulatory system for advertising. It is clear that the current
system is not able to look after the best interests in the community and that it
continues to favour the interests of the advertising industry.

While the system

continues to: rely on public complaints before the acceptability of an advertisement
will be examined; refer to inadequate Codes to examine the advertisement
complained about; and continue to have determinations made by Board members
who are not a fair representation of the general community, it is not possible for the
Advertising Standards Bureau (2006a) to claim that Australia’s self-regulatory
system for advertising is one that exists to benefit and protect consumers.
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